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KaTHLeen BILLINGTON CALLAHAN SWALLOWED HARD and 
stared at her father’s attorney. Slowly her shaking fingers re- 
placed a delicate teacup and saucer on the tray near her 
chair; then she clasped her hands tightly in the lap of her 
blue silk morning gown. 

“Are you absolutely certain?” she whispered. “There's no 
possibility of a mistake?” 

Hennessy Clyber rearranged neat stacks of paper in precise 
rows upon a low lacquered table. Firelight reflected from the 
lenses of his wire-rimmed spectacles. “Ah, no, Miss Callahan, 
there’s no mistake.” The mind of the attorney battled the ex- 
acting heart of the accountant. “That is, the broad picture of 
the disaster is correct; the exact final figures won’t be known 
for several weeks.” He frowned. “Miss Callahan, are you lis- 
tening? Do you understand?” 

Kate leaned wearily against the back of the chair, crushing 
an intricate arrangement of black curls. She was more tired 
than she remembered ever being, and her remaining strength 
seemed to ebb steadily away. “I understand.” | 

She did not understand. She understood nothing of what 
was happening. It was an unending nightmare. 

From deep within the house came a drift of hushed ser- 
vants’ voices, speaking softly as they draped black bunting 
over the doors and windows. Beyond the heavy parlor drap- 
eries horses and carriages dashed along Fifth Avenue in 
noisy celebration of the new year. Life went on. 

Kate directed her gaze to the windowpanes, decorated in 
frosty ice patterns, and she imagined she recognized friends 
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in fur muffs or top hats, shouting gay greetings as horses 
pranced and carriage wheels slid across last week’s snow 
pack. Hanging in her wardrobe was a fur-lined cloak and a 
smart matching hat, purchased weeks ago in anticipation of 
today. Kate quashed the thought and slowly rose to draw the 
parlor draperies and erase the sight of gaiety. 

Exhaustion tugged her small shoulders, slowed each move- 
ment, dulled her senses. When Black Jack’s illness began, 
weeks ago, a lifetime ago, she’d promised herself she would 
not give in to grief or sorrow. But she hadn’t taken into ac- 
count the deadening effects of worry and fatigue. 

And she hadn’t for one moment considered the possibilities 
Mr. Clyber unreeled, in blow after incomprehensible blow. 

“Ah, are you all right, Miss Callahan?” Hennessy Clyber 
watched her return to her chair. He smoothed a hand over 
gray hair, dark with a flower-scented pomade, and he touched 
his tie. “I’m afraid, ah, there’s no pleasant way to convey bad 
news.” 

Kate nodded and closed blue-gray eyes, a sweep of black 
lashes brushing her cheeks. At another time she might have 
been surprised by Hennessy Clyber’s note of concern. 
Throughout all the years Mr. Clyber had acted as her father’s 
attorney, Kate had never known him to make a single per- 
sonal observation. His attention focused on financial transac- 
tions, ways to manipulate small amounts of money into larger 
amounts. 

But then, nothing was as it should be. Black Jack Callahan 
was dying. 

Kate’s swimming eyes lifted from the lavishly furnished 
parlor and touched the scrolled ceiling, picturing the sick- 
room above. Dr. Mitchell, Father Joseph, and the others. Her 
small firm jaw tightened. She resented the others as an in- 
trusion into her father’s last hours, was appalled by their in- 
sensitivity even as she understood that a man of Black Jack’s 
wealth and power could not die without creating wide ripples 
in New York’s financial pond. Throughout the morning, 
dark-clad men had appeared on the doorstep, slipping into 
Black Jack’s bedroom like silent birds of prey sensing the end 
drew near. They whispered togéther near the hallway door, 
consulting papers extracted from bulging briefcases, and oc- 
casionally they glanced at the shrunken form in the large 
four-poster, swinging their eyes away when they met Kate’s 
protective glare. 

“It shouldn’t be so... so public,” Kate murmured, pass- 
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ing a hand across her eyes. “A man should be allowed to die 
with dignity.” 

“What?” Hennessy Clyber glanced up from the rows of pa- 
pers. “Ah, yes. Yes, I suppose so.” 

“They're making a spectacle of it. A circus.” She stared at 
firelight softly glowing through the fine china on the tray. 
And it would go on being a circus. She remembered the con- 
versation with Black Jack before he had sent her downstairs 
to talk with Mr. Clyber. 

“Katie girl,” he’d whispered, the lusty roar now a labored 
croak, “I want a fine funeral . . . understand? Whiskey, lots 
of whiskey, and good Irish songs. Don’t let anyone talk you 
out of it.” He had coughed and spit, then squinted up at her 
with a ghastly imitation of the famous Callahan grin. “And 
lay me out in a big church. Big. This town is going to line up 
three blocks deep to make sure that Black Jack Callahan is 
really dead. The sons of bitches!” 

Kate drew a shuddering breath. She fought to shut out the 
faint noise behind the curtains, sleigh bells and happy greet- 
ings. Black Jack was dying. It didn’t seem possible; she’d 
thought he would live forever, that his vitality and zest for 
life shielded him from the ailments of mortals. He’d always 
told her Callahans could do anything, Callahans always won. 
And until this battle, he always had. 

At least it seemed so to Kate. At fourteen, her father had 
decided Ireland was a land of politics, not riches, and he had 
stowed away on a merchant ship bound for America. Young 
Jack Callahan had arrived in New York City with fifty-five 
cents in his pocket, a head filled with ambitions and dreams, 
and a brash confidence that New York City was his for the 
plucking, that he could play the game as well as any man. By 
age thirty he had amassed two million dollars and done much 
to propagate the myth that a shrewd Irishman was the devil’s 
revenge. At age forty, it would have taken a battery of ac- 
countants weeks to tally the sum of his fortune. Black Jack 
Callahan was a gamesplayer, and he played to win. The 
greatest shock of his life had occurred when he couldn’t out- 
manipulate or outbargain the smallpox that had taken gentle 
Grace Billington Callahan and left him to raise a three-year- 
old daughter alone. 

Kate’s glance touched the framed painting above the 
marble mantelpiece. Her only memories of her mother were 
those borrowed from Black Jack. Black Jack had been her 
mother, her father, her friend. 
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And he was dying. 

“Have we finished, Mr. Clyber? I'm needed upstairs.” 

“Ah, Miss Callahan.” He peered at her through the specta- 
cies, his eyes gently reproving. “I’m not at all certain that 
you've grasped what I’m telling you.” 

Wearily Kate brushed wisps of black hair from her cheek. 
She suspected the pins holding piles of glossy hair atop her 
small head had loosened; she hadn’t glanced into a mirror 
since breakfast. “I understand there have been serious finan- 
cial reverses. My inheritance will be less than expected.” 

“Ah, yes.” Clyber touched his hair, carefully parted in the 
exact center. He absently wiped his hands free of pomade and 
replaced his handkerchief. “But Pm not convinced you under- 
stand the extent of the debacle.” 

She almost smiled. The debacle began with the sun burning 
out; Kate couldn't begin to imagine the devastation of a life 
without Black Jack. The ordeal of the funeral would follow. 
Then six months of mourning, six months of enforced seclu- 
sion which would obliterate her social career. Other debu- 
tantes would gleefully claim her rung on the ladder, would 
Step into flirtations Kate had begun. “I have an idea,” she re- 
sponded. : 

She wished he’d come to the point, state straight out what 
he'd been hinting, without the business references she didn’t 
understand. She wished he’d leave her to 2 few minutes of 
quiet before she again faced the smells and sounds of the 
sickroom and the sober men with the bulging briefcases, 

“Miss Callahan. It isn’t that your inheritance will be less 
than expected.” 

Kate sighed. Her mind refused to function normally. She 
didn’t understand his edge of urgency. 

“You'll be fortunate to inherit anything.” 

She glanced at the clock Black Jack had brought her from 
Switzerland, feeling guilty at being away from him for so 
long. : 
Hennessy Clyber stared. “Ah, Miss Callahan, I beg you to 
listen. We are not discussing an estate of one or two million 
versus an estate of fifty million. I’m trying to explain that 
your inheritance will more likely be in the vicinity of ten 
thousand dollars. Ten thousand, Miss Callahan.” 

Now it was Kate’s turn to stare. All her life she’d heard 
money discussed in terms of millions, not thousands. She 
didn’t fully understand what ten thousand dollars represented, 
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but judging from Mr, Clyber’s expression, she suspected it 
was a pittance. , 

The entire issue of money was baffling. Ladies, true ladies, 
did not handle money, would not dream of admitting any in- 
terest or expertise. Kate, like everyone she knew, signed in- 
voices with a pretty flourish, and the invoices were then 
forwarded to indulgent fathers or husbands. No woman of 
her acquaintance claimed any knowledge of finance; money 
was the pursuit of men. Women concerned themselves only 
with spending. 

Spending restrictions were a disaster of the first magnitude, 
The topic of teas and luncheons. “They have no money, you 
know.” Followed by a pitying superior nod, “No, my dear, I 
wouldn’t advise you to include them, they have no money.” 

No money. Lack of money was the most feared disease 
which could befall anyone, a terminal cancer from which few 
recovered. Kate swallowed. She realized she was crushing 
blue silk in her fists, and forced her hands to relax. She wet 
dry lips. 

“How much money is ten thousand dollars?” It sounded 
frighteningly inadequate, and she discovered she was holding 
her breath, waiting for Mr. Clyber’s answer. 

“In a town where workingmen support families on less 
than six hundred dollars a year, Miss Callahan, ten thousand 
is not to be sneezed at.” 

She stared at him in shock. Ten thousand dollars was 


He rummaged among his papers and withdrew a handful 
of invoices, pushing his spectacles up his nose. “Of course 
you'll need to drastically alter your standard of living. Lux- 
uries will be beyond your means, For instance, I have here a 
bill for a gown in the amount of $923. Another for one hat, 
twelve pairs of kid gloves, a French ... ah... corset, and 
eight pairs of stockings—which totals $432.86.. This sort of 
extravagance is out of the question.” 

Kate’s hands knit and clenched. He hadn't named luxuries, 
he’d listed necessities. The realization frightened her. Her in- 
heritance slid into stunning perspective: she would inherit the 
value of ten new gowns. Icy fingers tightened around her 
heart. She would have “no money.” 

“This house . . .” The words strangled in her throat, and 
she bit her lips. 

“Ab, the house will have to be sold. As well as the 
paintings, all the art treasures, and most of the furnishings.” 
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-Kate gripped the arms of her chair, staring in disbelief. 
This was her home! The haven where she'd grown to 
adulthood, where she’d felt secure. A thousand images flashed 
behind her lids. She saw a small black-haired girl arranging a 
doll’s tea party in the gardens, pictured herself wobbling 
down the winding staircase to show Black Jack her first pair 
of satin slippers with grown-up heels, recalled the laughter 
and confusion when she and Black Jack had redecorated the 
upper floors. A dozen gtand balls leaped to the front of her 
mind, beginning with her debut last year and ending with a 
lavish affair for three hundred only two months past. Sold? 
Her home would be sold? 

“How did this happen?” she whispered, her voice cracking. 
A shaking hand fluttered to the lace framing her white face. 

Mr. Clyber made an effort at patience, then quietly began 
to repeat what he’d spent the last hour carefully. explaining, 
But this time she followed every word, her eyes were riveted 
on his face. “Before Black Jack’s iliness ... . ah, he invested 
heavily in a stock battle to gain control of the S&T Railroad.” 

Kate nodded, her wide blue-gray eyes like saucers. She 
caught her full lower lip between her teeth. 

“While your father was ill, his stock margins were called.” 

Kate’s uncomprehending blue eyes grew larger as she 
struggled to follow what he was saying. He might have been 
babbling gibberish, for all she understood. __ 

“Black Jack ordered a large block of assets to be sold short 
in order to cover the call,” Clyber continued. “Then, against 
the advice of his accountants and myself, Black Jack heavily 
mortgaged what assets remained, and he purchased additional 
stock in the S&T.” 

Kate battled frantically to sort it out. “Papa did all this 
from his sickbed?” she blurted. She couldn’t imagine how 
these transactions had been accomplished. 

Clyber waved impatiently. “Yes, of course. Powers of 
attorney, papers brought here for Signatures, then de~ 
livered . . .” 

Kate thought of the men with the buiging briefcases. The 
cafrier pigeons had metamorphosed into vultures. 

Clyber returned to the heart of the matter. “The S&T is 
floundering; it will probably go into receivership. Do you un- 
derstand what that means?” 

Kate shook her head, eyes which bled from blue to gray 
fixed on his face. 

Clyber sighed. He explained; then, noticing the blank ex- 
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pression on her pale face, he trailed to a halt and frowned. 
“In simpler terms, Miss Callahan, it means the railroad is de- 
finct—out of business, Ah, your father owns ten million dol- 
lars’ worth of stock in a railroad which has ceased to be 
operational. You will inherit 2 pile of worthless certificates.” 

“Ten million dollars of worthless . . .” Kate’s mouth dried 
to ash, and she hid shaking hands in the folds of her skirt. 

“Ah, yes. The stock cannot be sold as, naturally, there are 
no current buyers. The money is lost. And the fact is, Miss 
Callahan, news of your father’s impending ... ah... death 
has reached the ears of his mortgage holders. Six million dol- 
lars’ worth of loans are now being called in.” 

“Six million .. .” The figures whirled in her mind, so 
large as to be unreal. Kate blinked rapidly. . 

“This means...” Mr. Clyber continued, pushing through 
the neat stacks of paper, checking his figures. “In point of 
fact, this means that everything Black Jack owns must be 
sold to clear the mortgages. Any remaining assets will then be 
auctioned to repay further outstanding debts, Of which, re- 
grettably, there are many.” 

Kate rubbed her palms together to erase a sudden mois- 
ture. In the silence she heard the rattle and jingle of harness 
beyond the draped windows, jumped when the logs in the 
hearth fell and resettled. A needle of fear drove the exhaus- 
tion from her mind. No money. She strained forward without 
being aware she moved. “I... what will happen to me? 
Where will I live?” 

“Well, ah, that is largely up to you. I suggest you install 
yourself in a room.” Seeing her horrified expression, he 
amended the statement. “Engage a suite at the St. James for 
a month or two. When you’re calmer and the, ab, shock is 
behind you, when we have the exact figures, we'll discuss the 
advisability of purchasing a smali house.” He frowned. “Miss 
Callahan, are you listening?” 

“Yes, yes, of course.” Live in 2 hotel? Did decent women 
do such things? She couldn't imagine it, not at all, not for 
Kathleen Callahan. 

“I would also suggest you consider retaining one of the ser- 
vants as a lady’s companion. If that isn’t agreeable, we should 
place an ad and hire someone.” He shrugged, pointing out 
the obvicus, “At your age, you can’t live without a chap- 
eron.” 

Kate lifted shaking hands to her temples. One blow after 
another rained over her like stone pellets. The ground 
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dropped from beneath her feet, and she felt as if she were 
falling through rock-strewn space, ; 

“Papa,” she whispered. “Does Papa know all this?” 

Mr. Clyber’s voice softened. “That’s why, ah, he suggested 
we talk. Black Jack hasn’t been informed of the final figures, 
but he knows the bottom line will be disastrous.” 

And suddenly Kate made sense of what her father had said 
before Mr. Clyber led her downstairs. “You'll be all right, 
Katie girl. When I started, I had fifty-five cents. You've got " 
the Billington beauty and the Callahan brains. You're way 
ahead in the game. I know you'll survive.” 

Now she understood. 

“Miss Callahan, I assure you that Black Jack would have 
rallied if he'd had more time. Black Jack Callahan has 
amassed more money in his lifetime than some governments. 
And spent more,” Clyber added dryly. “Ordinarily this would 
have been only a temporary setback. Unfortunately .. .” His 
thin shoulders lifted beneath a dark frock coat. 

Kate searched for something to say, her thoughts wander- 
ing in numbing circles. No money. “What will happen to the 
railroad?” | 

“The S&T? Ah, other corporations will no doubt be form- 
ed, new arrangements made. Eventually service will be re- 
stored and a great deal of money will be made. Possibly by 
the two remaining principals, Mr. Gould and Mr. Reynolds.” 

Kate’s head snapped up. The last name penetrated her 
fragmented attention. “Reynolds? Link Reynolds?” Her eyes 
hardened, and she stared at him. | 

_ Surprised by her interest, Mr. Clyber nodded. “Ah, yes, 
Mr, Reynolds has an interest in the S&T.” he 

Kate stiffened, and her eyes took on the color of a winter 
storm. “Tell me, with no long explanations which I can’t un- 
derstand, tell me if Lincoln Reynolds had anything whatso- 
ever to do with my father’s financial ruin or if I am 
misunderstanding what you said.” 

“Ah, Mr. Reynolds and Mr. Gould are the primary manip- 
ulators behind the—” . 

“Did he or did he not contribute to my father's monetary 
collapse?” 

“The stock battle was between-—~” 

“Mr. Clyber!” 

Mr. Ciyber paused mid-sentence, studying the hard white 
set of Kate’s mouth. For a man little interested in anything 
beyond law books and iedgers, he experienced a surprising 


flash of intuition in deciphering the expression behind Kate's 
glare. In an instant he understood she harbored a special in- 
terest in Lincoln Reynolds, and further, that the girl probably 
did not realize it. 

“Mr. Reynolds undoubtedly played a part,” Clyber an- 
swered slowly. “But he can’t be faulted for the final crash: I 
doubt either he or Mr. Gould intended to ruin the railroad, 
I'm quite certain Black Jack himself would teli you that.” 

“My father discovered Link Reynolds when he was nothing 
but a small-time ship’s captain privateering after the war!” 
Kate’s voice shook with anger, discovering a focus for the 
disaster. “My father built Reynolds from nothing into what 
he is today. Link Reynolds owes everything to Black Jack 
Callahan!” A wave of heat rushed at the paleness in her 
cheeks, and her fists balled the blue silk in clumps. The enor 
mity of Reynolds’ betrayal stunned and sickened.. 

Hennessy Clyber glanced uncomfortably toward his papers, 
then into her blazing eyes. “That's not entirely accurate, Miss 
Callahan. Ah, Mr. Reynolds began his financial career under 
your father’s tutelage, but he quickly rose on his own merit 
and skill. To imply Mr. Reynolds rode your father’s coattails 
to success would do the gentleman a great disservice.” 

“Gentleman!” Kate spat, 

“Ab, Mr. Reynolds enjoys a reputation as New York's 
most aggressive self-made millionaire—in the mold of Black 
Jack himself. It’s... ah, highly unlikely Black Jack invested 
in Mr. Reynolds without extracting a. profitable return. Men 
such as this, Miss Callahan, are not altruistic by nature. In 
any event, Mr. Reynolds can hardly be blamed for acting as 
your father taught him.” 

“He owes my father,” Kate insisted heatedly. “Link Reyn- 

olds has dined at the Callahan table, shared our box at the 
opera. He’s danced in our ballroom and ridden in our car- 
riage! He’s a Judas!” 
_ Mr. Clyber examined the heat firing Kate’s smooth lovely 
skin. “Tf you wish to blame the . .. ah, Mr. Reynolds, that is 
your prerogative, of course. But I can assure you, Black Jack 
holds no rancor toward either Mr. Reynolds or Mr. Gould. 
Business relationships can and often are kept apart from per- 
sonal regard. Away from the conference tables, I understand 
Black Jack and Mr. Reynolds are good friends. You need 
only speak to your father to learn nothing has altered his per- 
sonal affection for Mr. Reynolds.” 

Kate did not understand finance, but this was a fault of the 
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times, not a lack of intellect. Eyes flaring, she answered 

ly. “I wonder how long that affection will endure when 
Black Jack learns what Reynolds’ treachery has. done to my 
inheritance?” Her voice cracked across the parlor, and her 
eyes chilled. 7 ; 

“Miss Callahan, I don’t believe you understand how—” 

Kate stood abruptly. “I understand what Link Reynolds’ 
ingratitude has done to my prospects! And I think when you 
show Papa a ten-thousand-dollar figure . . .” Her eyes closed 
and she swayed, still unable to believe it. “I think you'll find 
Papa is no friend of Link Reynolds!” ; 

They each looked toward the glass doors, The housekeeper 
frantically tugged at the double latches. “Miss Callahan! 
Quickly! You’re wanted upstairs!” 

The woman reached for Kate’s arm, but Kate jerked free, 
and lifting her skirts, she bolted for the staircase, then up, her 
heart hammering in her breast. , 

“No!” she whispered as she ran. “Please, God, don’t let 
Papa die!” Not before she had a chance to say all the things 
she’d saved for a private moment, not before he could tell 
her what to do. 

She burst into his bedroom and skidded to a halt, her blue 
gown billowing around her boot tops. Father Joseph 
straightened from the bed and gently tugged a silk sheet over 
Black Jack’s face. Dr. Mitchell banded the top of a jar of 
pearly leeches. 

“No!” Kate moaned. Her strangled whisper spiraled into a 
shriek. “Papa!” A dozen hands reached te support her, but 
she felt nothing. Her fingers pressed against her lips, and her 
wild eyes swung from the gaunt priest to the quiet form 
beneath the. sheet. Stripped of color by the flickering 
gaslights, the silk gleamed softly in shimmermg contours, 
gently draping the shrunken figure beneath. 

Stumbling, Kate broke free of restraining hands and ran 
forward, falling to her knees beside the bed. She buried her 
face and fists in the damp silkiness of the bed coverings, and 
her slender shoulders trembled. She hadn’t said good-bye, she 
hadn’t been at his side throughout the final moments. It was 
more than her aching heart could bear, and Kate wept hys- 
posal sobbing until her throat rasped and anguished eyes 

urned. 

Behind her, the men with the briefcases shuffled uneasily, 
studying massive furnishings, the hiss of yellow gaslight. Only 
when Father Joseph gently guided Kate to her feet did the 
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men lock toward Kathleen Billington Callahan, examining 
her from carefully blank éyes. 

Kate faced them through a swimming curtain, and her 
small chin lifted a notch. It wasn’t the Callahan way to in- 
dulge in public display; Black Jack would have been appalled 
by her tears. She returned the stares boldly, rejecting their 


ity. 

5 But before Father Joseph led her from the bedroom, Kate’s 
resolve wavered, and she turned despairing eyes backward. 
“Oh, Papa,” she choked, whispering. “Oh, Papa!” 

In the snowy street below the window, someone shouted 
“Happy New Year!” and a woman’s light voice laughed. 

Kate’s numb lips formed the words. “Happy New Year.” 

It was 1875. Her adored father was dead. And she was 


broke, 


se 
2. 
_——— 


Dazep anp UNRESISTING, KATE STUMBLED through the worst 
weeks of her life. Then one morning she awoke and it 
was suddenly February without Kate understanding how this 
could be so. What had happened to the snow and ice bliz- 


ards of January? She shook her head, fighting through layers 


of heavy wrapping. 

From her window on the third floor of the St. James Hotel 
Kate watched as an unseasonably warm February melted the 
streets to slush, and she listened to the sounds of faint cursing 
as delivery vans slid into drays and coal carts sank to their 
axles in thick, foul-smelling mud. The horse-drawn vehicles 
plunged and thrashed, transforming lanes of traffic into a 
mash of oozing ruts and muddy puddles. 
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But New York’s infamous traffic didn’t capture her interest 


as did the parade of people hurrying along the walkways or 


daring to dash across chaotic avenues. Her yearning eyes fol- 


lowed first one figure, then another, wondering what errand 


quickened their steps, attempting to guess who or what they 
rushed to see—and wished with all her lonely heart that one 
of the bonnets or top hats would turn upward and lift a 
hand. 

In Kate’s isolation, the bustle and business of the street 
confronted her like a mockery. People everywhere, yet so out 
of reach. She stared from the window until her eyes ached, 
but no familiar form turned into the St. James, no welcome 
knock sounded at the door of her suite. Alone and apparently 
forgotten, Kate decided she might as well have died when 
Black Jack did. 

After a flurry of condolences, her father’s business associ- 
ates and next her own friends and acquaintances had melted 
away as absolutely as the snow in the streets. None called at 
the St. James or left a card in the lobby except Mr. Clyber. 
An ironic smile twisted Kate’s pale lips; Hennessy Clyber, the 
automated ledger, had shown more concern for her welfare 
than friends of a dozen years. . 

At first Kate’s enforced solitude wounded her, then puzzled 
her, and finally congealed into a hard knot of impotent anger 


as she began to uncover the reasons. Two widowed sisters, | 


Mrs. Baines and Mrs. Lang, rented a suite near. Kate’s, and 
they generously took her beneath their collective wing. Occa- 
sionally they stopped by for tea, and each evening they pro- 
vided Kate with acceptable chaperons for dinner in the hotel 
dining room. A word here, another there, and Kate gradually 


extracted from the gossipy sisters why she seemed so totally - 


forgotten. , 

Kate Callahan had no money. Word of Black Jack’s finan- 
cial collapse had quickly spread among the people who mat- 
tered, and New York society struck the Callahan name from 
guest lists, Black Jack hadn’t managed to penetrate the elite 
Four Hundred, but his millions had pried open the latches of 
the “Bouncers,” an upper-crust layer of new money. Now 
those doors swung firmly shut. Billington beauty and breeding 
counted for nothing without the Callahan millions. Money 
was the bottom line. Without it, one quickly became persona 
non grata. | 

Kate had listened to the widows’ tactful explanations in 
stunned silence. Of course she hadn’t intended making public 
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appearances during her period of mourning, but she had ex- 
pected invitations to small intimate dinners at the homes of 
girlhood friends. She’d trusted them to call on her at the St. 
James and help her endure the months of seclusion. 

But as the weeks dragged past, Kate eventually concluded 
this would not happen. After the first bitter outburst of be- 
trayal, she gradually accepted that her friends were not -en- 
tirely at fault; young women acted only through the 
permission of watchful parents—parents who no longer saw 
an advantage in a friendship with Kathleen Callahan. 

Without the two elderly widows’ occasional company, Kate 
would have been utterly alone. And while she appreciated 
their chatty kindness, she longed for someone nearer her own 
age and interests. 

“Come sit down, dear, you'll catch your death standing 
near that drafty window,” Mrs. Baines, or possibly Mrs. 
Lang, called to Kate in a high twittering voice. The sisters 
were indistinguishable one from the other. Years of living to- 
gether had blended habits and personalities into one entity 
that shared two bodies. 

“We were just discussing what a lovely funeral you gave 
your poor father. Absolutely lovely,” Mrs. Lang enthused. 
White ringlets bounced beneath an old-fashioned lace cap. 

“Indeed yes,” echoed Mrs. Baines. “One of the nicest fu- 
nerals we've attended in years! And so many people! Lavinia 
and I talked of nothing else for weeks afterward. My only 
criticism, and it’s a tiny one, concerns the Irish tenor. Some- 
one told me that Mrs. Vanderbilt, the older: one, said the 
singer had whiskey on his breath, and I said . . .” She twit- 
tered on, repeating a story Kate had heard a hundred times. 

Resigned, Kate turned from the window with an inner sigh. 
The sisters’ endless chatter spun in circles, tightly closed 
wheels of repetition, turning round and round. Yet without 
them Kate would have been helpless. Had the elderly ladies 
not hobbled along by her side, Kate’s appearance in the pub- 
lic dining room downstairs would have been a scandal. 

And they dispensed advice as well. Fire hazard prevented 
any of the suites from having cooking facilities; something 
Kate hadn’t thought important, as she hadn’t the faintest no- 
tion how to boil an egg or prepare the simplest dish. The sis- 
ters had shown her how to heat tea water on the stove top, 
and explained she must strip her bed linen each Monday and 
pile it outside her door if she wished laundry service. They 
had detailed the rules of the hotel and hinted how. to circum- 
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vent them: maids could be bribed to deliver morning coffee 
upstairs instead of one’s being compelled to dress for the din- 
ing room; Roberts, the doorman, could be persuaded, for a 
small price, to hand-deliver letters and calling cards directly 
upstairs; and so forth. . 

But despite her gratitude, Kate chafed under the constant 
topic choice of weather, funerals, aches and pains, and an in- 
nocent gossip devoid of substance or interest. 

Kate had rapidly realized the wisdom of Mr. Clyber’s sug- 
gestion that she engage a Jady’s companion. In response to 
Kate’s note, Clyber had driven her to the offices of the 
Clarion, where she placed a discreet ad, cheeks flaming in 
embarrassment at the necessity. 

Though Kate’s advertisment was briefly worded and to the 
point, her specifications were ‘exact. She knew the type of 
woman she wanted; Kate had learned much about her own 
limitations in the last weeks. She needed a person of manners 
and deportment, of course, but one thoroughly familiar with 
the practical matters Kate had discovered lacking in her own 
background. She needed someone who understood how much 
or how little soap to use when washing delicate underthings, 
who could boil an egg on the stove top if desired, a person 
skilled in the everyday business of basic living, but someone 
whose taste and preferences paralleled Kate’s own. She re- 
quired a woman old enough to be a respectable chaperon, but. 
not so old the secret longings of youth were forgotten. She 
hoped to find a companion with a sense of humor, but not. so 
relentlessly good-natured as to be cloying. 

Thus far, none of the applicants approached what Kate 
sought. All had been in the age bracket of the elderly sisters, 
spending more of the interview gossiping with Mrs. Baines 
and Mrs. Lang than pretending an interest in Kate, Not one 
of the women had been appealing to the degree of envision- 
ing years of her company. Years? Kate thrust the idea from 
her mind with a shiver. She stared at the two elderly sisters 
sipping tea and loudly admiring her furniture. Would she and 
her hoped-for companion end like these two? Shunted into 
the backwaters of life? Chewing her lip, Kate seated herself 
across from the aging sisters. 

Mrs. Lang sniffed delicately and pointedly glanced at a 
gold watch pinned to her breast. “This new one, this Mrs. 
Grant, will be late in exactly . : . five minutes.” Extending 
her little finger, she lifted her teacup, flicking it expertly so 
tea sloshed into the saucer and not into her lap. Daintily she 
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sipped from the saucer, stubbornly maintaining an etiquette 
of bygone days. 

“Three minutes,” Mrs. Baines, corrected, glancing at her 
own gold watch. Her sharp eyes followed Kate’s graceful ex- 
ecution of the tea ritual, and she bobbed a white head in 
grudging approval. 

“No, it’s five minutes, Winifred.” 

Kate’s mind wandered while the sisters gently argued. Each 
insisted on being present for the interviewing, and in truth, 
Kate was grateful; she wouldn’t have known what to say to 
the women answering her ad. Realizing the sisters peered at 
her expectantly, Kate returned her thoughts‘to a conversation 
which had veered from the usual subjects. 

“. « . Marriage? I mean, it isn’t out of the question, is it?” 

“I beg pardon?” Flustered, Kate smiled uncertainly, look- 
ing from one soft wrinkled face to the other. 

“I said,” Mrs. Baines repeated, “how long will you require 
& Companion? Won’t a lovely young girl like yourself be con- 
sidering marriage?” A becoming blush pinkened her cheeks. 
“Ob, well . . .” Kate occupied her hands refilling their cups, 
feeling a rush of color tint her own face. 

Throughout the last year she’d collected several proposals, 
ranging from Link Reynolds’ infuriating tease, “Someday I’m 
going to marry you, Irish-—when you grow up,” to the fum- 
bling vows of liquid-eyed young men, to the nonchalant, al- 
most bored offers from gentlemen whose fathers desired a 
Callahan alliance. She’d refused them all without regret. A 
tiny voice whispered inside her head: Because she waited for 
Link Reynolds to admit she was grown-up? Kate’s brow dark- 
ened. Of course not! Link Reynolds gobbled the fortunes of 
friends. He meant nothing to her. Nothing. 

“Everyone says you have more suitors than anyone,” Mrs. 
Lang prodded. “And there isn’t another young girl in all of 
New York who’s half as pretty.” 

A modest disclaimer murmured past Kate’s full lips, and 
she looked into her teacup. She certainly didn’t feel very 
pretty dressed in mourning and lacking a maid’s attention to 
her hair. 

Though she didn’t realize it, Kate’s black gown only added 
to a vivid beauty, contrasting to advantage the warm tones of 
fresh glowing skin, skin that molded and shaped a face of 
breathtaking loveliness made all the more compelling by clear 
thick-lashed eyes the color of a spring sky. To a careful ob- 
server, hints of strength and determination Jay in the firm 
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chin and curving jawline; but strength and determination 
were not qualities expected in a petite, full-breasted woman 
who looked as if she’d been fashioned solely to please a man. 
instead, a stranger viewing Kate would have first noticed she 
possessed the ideal figure for her time. She wore a corset of 
course, all decent women did, but Kate’s lacings remained 
loose and comfortable. She didn’t require artifice to create the 
coveted hourglass figure; nature had seen to that. And nature 
had gifted her with an arrangement of bone structure and 
skin tone which made her face unforgettable once seen. As. 
was a promise of unawakened sensuality flickering in. the 
depths of eyes changing from blue to smoke with each shift 
of mood. Or the full ripe lips curving beneath a slightly tilted 
nose—lips no man could see without tasting night promises in 
his mind. 

Night visions as rich and black as the hair which tumbled 
to Kate’s waist when she loosened the pins at night. Hair 
which piled and curled atop her small head, hair that cried 
out for a man’s caress. 

Or a maid’s skill, Kate thought ruefully. Since moving to 
the St. James, Kate had selected simple cotffures, brushing 
her hair high, then twisting it into a glossy coil at the crown. 
An absence of bouncing curls suggested a new maturity, 
added an illusion of serenity when seen in profile. A serenity 
as false as the smile curving her lips when she stepped to an-. 
swer a quiet knock at her door. ) 

“Mrs. Grant is two minutes late,” Mrs. Lang grumbled in a 
loud whisper. The sisters smoothed long skirts and folded 
their hands in their laps, turning expectant faces toward the 
door and the newest applicant. 

“How do you do, ’'m Mrs. Claire Grant.” 

Immediately Kate’s spirits lifted, and her forced smile be- 
came genuine. The woman she led into her small sitting room 
could not have been more than forty, a full twenty years 
younger than any other candidate, and she wore an ensemble 
Kate might have chosen for herself. Mrs. Grant had selected 
a gray wool with maroon velvet insets which molded a tall 
full figure before dropping into loops below her hips. In one 
gloved hand she carried a train of afternoon length, and a 
gray felt hat festooned with maroon and navy fabric flowers 
perched atop a sweep of auburn hair. A small smoke-gray 
veil obscured her face from hat brim to chin. 

Kate introduced the sisters and offered Mrs. Grant a cup 
of tea, attempting to discreetly pierce the veil. Through deli- 
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cate, closely woven net Kate noticed warm green eyes, and 
happily suspected Mrs. Grant would be beautiful. 

“Is the weather continuing temperate?” Mrs. Lang subtly 
called attention to the fact that Mrs. Grant wore a thin 
cloak—not stylishly correct for February. 

“Unseasonably so,” Mrs. Grant responded in a tow, 
pleasant tone. She removed a dove-gray glove and stirred a 
lump of sugar into her tea with graceful movements. 

Kate listened impatiently as the sisters reviewed their fa- 
vorite topics. Unruffied, Claire Grant responded in a faintly 
amused voice, holding herself erect on the edge of her chair, 
each gesture refined and careful. Concentrating, Kate de- 
cided, yes, it was definitely amusement in the tone, but she 
couldn't be certain if this was elicited by the sisters’ glowing 
reports of favorite funerals or if it reflected Claire Grant’s 
usual outlook. Studying the woman from beneath her lashes, 
Kate nodded with instinctive approval; she liked the manner 
in which Mrs. Grant presented herself. While the gray gown 
lacked the costly quality of Kate’s wardrobe, both fabric and 
design had clearly been chosen with care. The pattern cen- 
tered attention on a flounce at the hem and ruffles flowing 
around beautifully sculptured hands. | 

Away from the face. Kate tilted her head curiously, her 
eyes fastened to Mrs. Grant’s veil. 

The sisters had noticed as well, and allowed the conversa- 
tion to dwindle, waiting for Mrs. Grant to lift her veil and 
raise her cup. | 

Claire Grant understood. She stiffened slightly, then slow- 
ly raised the smoky veil. She bent to her cup as. three obs 
Servers suppressed a gasp and hastily averted their eyes. 

A jagged purple scar ripped down the length of a once 
lovely cheek. A heavy ridge began near her eye and dipped 
toward the corner of her lips before disappearing over the 
jawline into ruffles at the neck. Although the wound puckered 
her cheek, thankfully it drew neither eye nor mouth. But the 
angry rise twisted like a viper with each change of expression. 
Claire balanced her teacup and waited, her green eyes fixed 
on the far window. 

Kate swallowed hard before daring another quick glance. 
Claire Grant presented them with the worst of her profile, 
as if to most easily satisfy curiosity. But it cost the woman 
dearly, Kate noticed her tight grip on the cup and saucer, the 
suggestion of a tremble in long tapered fingers. 

A thousand questions flashed through Kate’s shock, none 
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of which etiquette permitted asking. Unconsciously she lifted 
a hand to her own smooth cheek; then her eyes clouded with 
pity as Claire Grant’s steady gaze returned to meet hers. One 
side of the woman’s face was lovely, the other... The other 
was a nightmare deformity. 

Kate cleared her throat. “Mrs. Grant, could you tell us a 
little of your background?” From the corner of her lashes she 
watched the sisters erupt into a flurry of waving fans, raising 
and lowering teacups, and furtive horrified stares. 

Claire watched with a smile blending amusement and pain.. 
“I grew up on a small dirt farm in Ohio, the oldest of eight 
children.” A brief frown sped across her brow, suggesting the 
memories were unpleasant. The scar squirmed along the side 
of her face. “I met and married Mr. Grant after I moved to 
New York City.” She accepted more tea. “Mr. Grant owned 
and operated an import-export business, and we traveled a 
great deal; Paris, London . . .” Lowering the teacup, she re- 
turned her gaze to the window. “Late last year my husband 
died. He’d experienced some financial reverses . . .” She 
shrugged delicately. “I find it necessary to seek employment.” 

No one spoke, waiting for Mrs. Grant to explain the disfig- 
urement. When it became evident she had finished her story, 
Mrs. Lang coughed and Mrs, Baines sighed and helped her- 
self to more tea. 

The manner in which Claire Grant had lifted her veil 
impressed Kate deeply; she had offered neither apology nor 
explanation for the ridge of scar tissue. 

“What are your personal interests, Mrs. Grant?” For the 
first time since applicants had begun arriving at her door, 
Kate assumed the initiative without relying on the sisters. 

Claire smiled warmly, one side of her face puckering. “I 
enjoy art and reading, Miss Callahan, and sewing.” She 
touched her cloak, indicating she’d sewn it herself. “I enjoy 
travel, but of course that’s beyond my means now. I’ve been 
told I excel at cooking.” As Claire continued speaking, Kate 
realized her own interests shrank beside the scope of Claire's; 
there appeared to be nothing Mrs. Grant. could not discuss 
knowledgeably. She explained an embroidery stitch Kate 
hadn’t attempted, she spoke of a new movement in French 
art, and she elucidated on the theme of Reverend Moody's 
latest lectures for the benefit of the silent sisters. 

Before Claire finished her second cup of tea, Kate 
confessed herself utterly charmed by the courage and warmth 
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of the woman. A thousand hours of interesting conversation 
flickered promisingly behind Claire’s calm green eyes. 

Kate folded her hands and waited impatiently for a pause 
in the discussion. “Mrs. Grant, my attorney informs me I 
cannot afford more than forty dollars a month.” Both sisters 
gasped, knowing full well, having debated it previously, that 
thirty dollars was the highest figure Mr. Clyber had recom- 
mended. “And that would include room and meals.” 

Claire Grant watched the sisters clattering their teacups 
into damp saucers, and her eyes twinkled. She darted a 
giance toward Kate, and the two women smiled. 

Immediately Kate felt a weight lift from her slender shoul- 
ders. Claire Grant was a godsend. For all Claire’s elegant at- 
tire and careful manners, hints of an earthy humor and basic 
practicality revealed themselves in that calm green gaze so 
quick to sparkle. Instinctively Kate knew they would be 
good friends, and she sensed Claire felt this as well. Both 
women stood simultaneously, and Claire drew on her gioves. 

“Are those terms suitable? Claire?” Kate asked, trying the 
name. 

“Indeed .. . Kate. Your offer is most generous.” 
a face opened in a delighted smile. “When can you 
gin a3 

The sisters gasped and waved their fans furiously. Mrs. 
Baines murmured, “Surely 2 second interview would be advis- 
able?” Mrs. Lang collapsed against the chair cushions, scan- 
dalized. 

“I can begin tomorrow. That is, if tomorrow isn’t too 
soon?” Claire tied her cloak and adjusted the veil to cover 
her face. 

“Not at all, tomorrow would be wonderful.” Kate remem- 
bered a hundred fonely hours standing before her window. 

Following Claire Grant’s departure, the two sisters has- 
tened to their feet, glowering disapproval. “Most unwise!” 
Mrs. Baines sniffed. “We should have discussed it together 
as we did the previous applicants.” | 

“Act in haste, repent at leisure,” huffed Mrs. Lang, wob- 
bling a bony finger beneath Kate’s nose. 

“Copper hair! And that... that hideous scar!” Mrs. 
Baines shuddered and tightened her shawl about hunched 
shoulders. “Heaven knows what sort of creature’ she ts! No 
one gets a wound like that doing the work of the Lord, mark 
my words!” 
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“A hussy! I knew it the minute I laid eyes on her!” 

“I doubt we'll see as much of you as in the past, dear, but 
if you need help, remember we're just down the hall.” Mrs. 
Lang pressed Kate’s hands with a pitying look, and they 
swept from her door. 

The departure of the sisters and the arrival of Claire Grant 
replaced the sunshine in Kate’s life. Claire moved into the 
small green bedroom and within days it seemed to Kate that 
she’d known Claire always. They established a daily routine, 
and each quickly forgot they had not been friends for years. 

_ “Do you bathe in the morning or the evenings?” Kate 
asked, poking her dark head from a closet containing one of 
New York’s few bathtubs boasting running water. “I’ve for- 
gotten.” ) 

Claire smiled, the scar bouncing across her left cheek. 
“That's because you never knew.” Startled, Kate blinked; 
then both women laughed. “Mornings,” Claire said when they 
caught their breath. 

The days passed quietly, but in 2 more interesting manner 
than Kate had previously believed likely. As she’d hoped, 
Claire proved an endless source of entertaining innovations. 
Claire excelled at filling idle hours as if she’d spent most of 
her life doing littie else. She and Kate read aloud, they sewed 
on snowy days; Claire purchased newspapers in the lobby, 
newspapers of a sort Black Jack hadn't allowed in his house, 
and they breathlessly. read sensational accounts of gruesome 
murders in Mulberry Bend or Frog Holiow: Claire struck 
words from the newspapers and demanded nouns, adjectives, 
or verbs from Kate, then read the altered versions amid gales 
of laughter; she invented preposterous fortunes for them from 
& spread of tarot cards, and when they were bored with all 
else, Claire related outrageous experiences she swore were 
true. 

“You didn’t go inside, did you?” Kate held her side and. 
wiped tears of mirth from her eyes, She had never imagined 
herself discussing the topics Claire sometimes raised. 

“Well, what was I to do?” Claire shrugged, and her green 
eyes twinkled. “I tell you, it’s only a raised board, both your 
feet and your head show above the planks.” 

“No!” Kate rolled her eyes. “And they're right there on the 
streets? Of Paris?” She couldn’t imagine private facilities 
being so... public. “And you're certain men and women 
use the same ones?” 

Claire lowered her gaze in mock modesty and nodded, 
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Leaning, she whispered in Kate’s ear until Kate’s cheeks 
blazed and her blue eyes widened like saucers; then both 
women collapsed in laughter. : 

Kate had never met anyone like Claire Grant; no one of 
Kate’s acquaintance told such stories, or for that matter 
would have admitted to hearing them. But far from con- 
demning Claire’s lack of pretensions, Kate adored her;.and 
she suspected Black Jack would have heartily approved 
Ciaire’s open, uncluttered approach to life. Had that been all 
there was to Claire, perhaps Kate wouldn’t have felt so 
strongly, but Claire Grant displayed a full range of talents, 

She seemed capable of being whoever she chose to be. 
Claire revealed the heart of an actress. When the elderly sis- 
ters called, infrequently now, Claire assumed a mantle of stiff 
propriety, her behavior and conversation above reproach. But 
when the sisters departed, she slipped into an informal irrev- 
erence which delighted Kate. | 

In all truth, Kate would far rather have shared Claire's 
company than anyone’s. she had met, including the friends 
who had so summarily abandoned her. 

Still the snubs rankled. No matter how often Kate assured 
herself and Claire that she no longer cared, she did. Mary 
Margaret Worthington and Cleo Meadford had meant a great 
deal to her, yet they’d vanished as if years of friendship had 
never existed. And since she lacked a suitable dowry, Kate's 
list of suitors had evaporated. When she considered it, Kate 
pele she might have gone quietly mad without Claire’s friend- 

ip. 

Reading Kate’s expression, Claire uawrapped 2 worn pack 
of tarot cards and handed them to Kate for shuffling. “Don’t 
think about those people,” she said with a wave. “If they can 
dismiss you so easily, they aren't worth further consider- 
ation.” 

“I know,” Kate answered, biting her lip. “I know. But it 
--. it hurts.” She returned the cards to Claire and watched 
as Claire placed them in neat rows. 

“It’s always the same,” Claire mused, bending. forward to 
study the cards. “A trip over water, see here? And two men 
.-. Long fingers stroked her scar, a habit she indulged ab- 
sently. Kate no longer noticed, 

Kate peered down at the painted figures. “Is there anything 
about money?” | 

“No. Still no money here.” 

No money, the most condemning words in the language. 
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Kate sighed. The cards didn’t change because her life didn’t 
change. “Always the same.” Standing, she placed her hands 
in the small of her back and stretched. Then she wandered 
listlessly to the window and pushed aside the curtains. 
“Claire, do you realize I haven’t set foot outside this hotel in 
nearly two months?” Claustrophobia choked her voice. 

Tucking a strand of auburn hair into the coil on her neck, 
Claire studied Kate’s profile. “You might accept one of the 
invitations from Mr. Reynolds,” she suggested in an even 
tone, Glancing at the table, she tapped a card. “Perhaps he’s 
this tall dark man. You did say he was dark, didn’t you?” 

“Link Reynolds! Not if I live to. be a hundred!” Kate 
snapped. 

She'd been abandoned by everyone who mattered, but not 
by Link Reynolds. Each week he sent sprays of winter flow- 
ers and extended invitations for carriage outings or small din- 
ner parties. Kate closed her eyes tightly. Once an invitation 
from Link Reynolds would have set her heart pacing, but not 
now. Not after having watched her father die in disgrace, not 
after languishing all these dreary weeks in a-closed hotel 
suite. Not after struggling to learn about money, then WOITy- 
ing constantly when she began to understand. 

When the estate was finally settled, Kate had ended with a 
pile of worthless stock certificates and $9,782.64 in cash, a 
sum Mr. Ciyber calculated would carry her for three years, 
given her present rate of expenditure. | 

Which Kate considered laughable. Although Mr. Clyber 
hinted at extravagance, she ‘spent next to nothing. Yet some- 
how the bills mounted. Her suite, small as it was, cost seven 
dollars a day; meals for Claire and Kate ran another two dol- 
lars a day. Laundry service and once-a-week cleaning re- 
quired an additional two and a half dollars each week. Then 
there was Claire’s salary. And each time they requested a tea 
cart or put their boots out to be polished, someone prepared 
an invoice; newspapers, tooth powder, and soap all added to 
Kate’s monthly accounting. Chewing stéadily into her future. 

All of which was Link Reynolds’ fault. But for him, she'd 
be an heiress, her future assured. Teasing black eyes rose in 
her mind, and Kate jerked from the window with an angry 
shake of her head. Somewhere in the last years, her percep- 
tion of Reynolds. had altered from regarding him as one of 
her father’s business associates to being acutely aware of him 
as a man. Her lips twisted in a grimace of denial. 

On the other hand, she reasoned in’ her defense, why 
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shouldn't she be aware of Reynolds? Everyone was—he 
wasn’t the type of man tc be ignored. Mothers with marriage- 
able daughters plied him with invitations; newspapers touted 
his name in the financial columns; powerful men sought his 
favor; someone had even declared a Lincoln Reynolds day at 
Jerome Park. It seemed no one in New York could overlook . 
Reynolds’ rapid rise to wealth and power. Few clubs had not 
solicited his membership, and it was rumored his name had 
been moved up the stagnant list waiting for a private box at 
the opera. Gossips whispered his personal art collection ri- 
valed that of the Astors. 

Kate’s fists clenched at her sides. How many people had 
Reynolds stepped on to reach the pinnacle? How many other 
men had died destitute? What the gossips tactfully omitted 
when singing Reynolds’ praise was the ambition of the man 

and his arrogance. He strode into any room as if he owned it, 
gravitating naturally to the most influential men, the most 
beautiful women; and he dominated each with primitive 
force. Kate lowered ber dark head in chagrin, recalling how 
often her eyes had sought his black curls along the ballrooms 
of Fifth Avenue. If only she’d known then how great a role 
he’d play in her father’s. end and her future. 
“Why not?” Claire persisted, startling Kate from a painful 
reverie. “Why not accept one of Mr. Reynolds’ invitations? 
An evening out would do you good.” She studied Kate 
thoughtfully. 
Kate looked shocked. “After what he did to my father? 
You forget, Claire, but I never do! The only reason he sends 
flowers or invitations is te appease the guilt he feels for what 
he did!” 
Claire didn’t respond, but her expression indicated she 
doubted most businessmen would experience regret or guilt 
: over a successful transaction. 
Kate sighed. “Even if he hadn’t... I still wouldn't accept 
| his invitations.” 
“Why not? He sounds very attractive from your descrip- 
tions.” Claire smiled. She appreciated a handsome man. 
Kate stared, trying to imagine what on earth she'd said to 
give Claire that impression. A half-formed memory surfaced, 
: dream images of a hard dark man bending over her. Angrily 
| Kate waved a hand before her face. She couldn’t be held ac- 
countable for her dreams! “Reynolds makes me feel like an 
adolescent! He says things like ‘when you grow up,’ and it 
makes me furious!” 
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Claire laughed. “Dear Kate, you’re how old? Seventeen?” 

“Righteen,” Kate ariswered crossly. 

Claire sighed. “Oh, to be eighteen and have it all to do 
over!” Gathering the cards, she pushed them into a box. 
“You must admit that eighteen isn’t exactly ancient.” 

“It isn’t a child, either.” 

“No.” Claire smiled. “But there’s still a great deal to learn 
and experience. When I was eighteen, I didn't know any- 
thing—only I didn’t discover the fact until I was past thirty.” 
A wistful expression tugged her mouth and eyes. “Don’t rush 
things, Kate. Enjoy these years.” 

Suddenly curious, Kate asked, “What were you doing when 
you were eighteen?” But Claire waved a hand and shook her 
head, unwilling as always to wander in the past. Long gaps 
bridged Claire’s history, blank areas which puzzled and in- 
trigued. ; 

As close as the women had become, Claire continued to 
reserve pieces of herself. Once Kate had taken advantage of a 
particularly warm moment to gently inquire about the purple 
ridge marring Claire’s cheek. But Claire had bent over her 
knitting, murmuring, “An accident. About a year ago.” 

Kate had nodded, swallowing her curiosity, and decided to 
wait until Claire chose to relate the story without prodding. It 
didn’t matter. Claire’s inner beauty outshone the: deformity; 
Kate seldom noticed the puckering. ! 

“Kate?” Claire stood in the doorway of the sitting room, 
her auburn hair brushed and arranged in an elegant twist. 
“You know,” she said, a twinkle beginning at the back of her 
eyes, “I need some stockings, and my corset pinches. Regret- 
tably, I admit to requiring a larger size.” She smiled down at 
a tightly cinched waist. “I don’t suppose you'd like to accom- 
pany me on a shopping trip?” Her smile widened. 

Kate’s mouth dropped; then she straightened and her hands 
came together. “Could we?” A sparkle chased the gray in her 
eyes. “Do I dare?” Involuntarily her gaze darted to the win- 
dow. “I mean, is this a definite necessity which you can’t do 
without?” The etiquette of mourning was stringent. | 

Claire laughed. “Not if I want to continue breathing.” 

“What would people think?” 

Claire paused. She started to speak, then thought better of 
it. “Does it matter?” 

“Well, of course it matters!” Kate worried her bottom lip 
between her teeth, yearning toward the window. Then she 
turned to Claire, relinquishing propriety. “Yes, I want to gol” 
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“Good.” | 

Kate chose a black tailored gown as carefully as she had 
once selected ball gowns. She fluffed dark ruffles around her 
face with excited gestures, and meticulously arranged the 
folds of black silk draping her hips..Discreet gray satin piping 
ran up a form-fitting bodice and ended in a square near her 
throat. She pinned a cameo beneath a satin bow, then settled 
a black plumed hat fashionably low on her forehead. When 
she agi on her gloves, she felt better than she had in 
weeks. 

Outside the hotel, the women debated briefly on the merits 
of walking versus hiring a hansom cab. Kate eyed the snarl 
of horse-drawn traffic, then drew a breath of mild February 
air. “Let’s walk. It’s not too cold, and I haven't walked in 
ages,” ; 

Claire agreed, laughing softly. as Kate peered eagerly at ev- 
ery passing woman, her expert eye judging the length of 
train, the tilt of bonnet. Kate felt relieved fashion had not 
changed during her absence, nor had strange new buildings 
popped from the ground, 

Sheepishly Kate returned Claire’s smile, “Well, it feels as if 
Pve been shut away forever.” : 

Claire patted Kate's glove, then bent her head against a 
gust of wind, pinning her veil securely beneath her chin. 

Never had Kate enjoyed an afternoon more. She and 
Claire explored every shop along Ladies’ Mile, a strip of 
Broadway famous for its appeal to ladies of quality, and they 
chattered and laughed and examined everything, whether or 
not they could envision a possible use in their future. Kate 
bought a corked bottle of ginger tonic for the spring purge, 
and Claire found a whalebone corset in Stewart's department 
store. They bought a new brand of tooth powder at Mar- 
celine’s and located stockings and some unique brass buttons 
in a small shop on the corner of Madison. 

Once Kate thought she noticed a familiar face stare, then 
sweep past, but she couldn’t be certain, and it was less pain- 
ful to believe herself mistaken than to accept a deliberate 
snub. 

A second uneasy moment occurred when Kate noticed 
Claire blatantly examining a price tag, and Kate realized 
Claire compared prices as casually as if ladies did this all the 
time. 

“But they do,” Claire responded to Kate’s embarrassed 
Whisper. “We'd be foolish not to. Look here, these stockings 
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are exactly like those we purchased, but in this shop they’re 
nearly twice the price.” 

Surprised, Kate glanced quickly over her shoulder, then 
looked at the price tag. “Are you certain?” 

“Of course I’m certain.” Claire studied her young compan- 
ion. “There are conditions you should be aware of, Kate. 
Neither of us can afford to be careless with money.” 

Another lesson to be learned; prices varied on the same 
item. Kate bit her lip. Reduced circumstances compromised 
proper behavior. But without doubt, Claire had made a point; 
Kate recognized the value of reading price tags. She couldn't 
aiford to pay twice as much for anything. But could she ever 
bend over a price tag without hoping no one saw her? She 
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sighed. : 

A beil above the shop door signaled closing, and Kate and 
Claire reluctantly joined streams of customers and weary 
shopgirls emerging onto the walkways along Broadway. 
Kate’s boots dragged; she didn’t know when they’d have an- 
other outing, and she wished to prolong it. Pausing, she 
watched a lamplighter place his ladder against a streetlight; 
then yellow flame hissed against an early-evening sunset. 

In the street, five lanes of vehicles thrashed and fought for 
limited space. Beer wagons, butcher carts, and baggage vans 
jostied each other, and the drivers cracked their whips and 
shouted oaths at horse carts, drays, and dogcarts. Horses 
screamed and plunged, wood scraped, iron wheels jammed. 
Cartmen, expressmen, and pedestrians shouted advice and de- 
rision into the noisy melee. 

Kate watched and listened, and it appeared to her everyone 
but herself pushed forward in an anxious rush. Businessmen 
.and shopgirls and customers juggling packages shoved irri- 
tably along the walkways, and horses galloped and snorted in 
@ perpetual race, straining and foaming and sweeping past. 

Kate drank in the vivid scene—the noise, the smells, the 
excitement of participating in life instead of watching from 
the distance of her window. She wanted to remain in the 
midst of it forever. 

Not so, Claire. Claire eyed the appalling traffic distrust- 
fully. Every day newspapers carried numerous accounts of 
hapless pedestrians trampled by hooves and wheels. Each 
driver engaged in deadly battle, advancing in a race ta the 
finish, refusing to yield for pedestrian or vehicle or the devil 


“A death track!” Claire muttered. “Something ought to be 
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done!” Spying a gap, she hastily gathered her skirts and 
dashed across two of the five lanes. “Hurry!” she called back 
to Kate, pausing as a swaying dray swept dangerously close, 
splashing mud and flecks. of manure over her boot tops and 
hem. Seizing another small break in traffic, Claire ran on 
across the mired lanes, not attempting to remain on a walk- 
way long since buried beneath a mash of slush and mud and 
horse droppings. 

Kate stepped from the curb, then quickly jumped back as 
& Carriage flashed before her, the frenzied driver snapping 2 
long whip and shouting. Anxiously she stared across the 
Janes, releasing a small rush of relief when she saw Claire 
safely on the other side. Claire straightened her skirts and 
brushed angrily at her ruined hem. 

Kate drew a long breath, gathering her courage for the 
dash. Then, without warning, a careless arm brushed Kate's 
small shoulders, and she stumbled from the curb. She threw 
out her arms for balance, hearing the crowd gasp behind her, 
but balance on the slippery muck underfoot was impossible. 
Kate slid, and her boots shot out from under her, She fell 
forward, sprawling into cold mud and manure, 

Heart hammering, Kate clawed frantically to her hands 
and knees, Her boots tangled in. the train of her skirt and 
trapped her legs; she couldn’t’ move. Terrified, she darted a 
quick stunned glance upward, and before her hat slid over 
her wild eyes, Kate saw the massive set of bays thundering 
toward her, bits of foam spraying from their flaring nostrils, 

Kate screamed and flung her arms over her face, 
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THE NEXT INSTANT UNFOLDED IN agonizing slow motion. A 
man’s boot materialized at her side; then powerful fingers 
bruised into her shoulders. Kate felt herself jerked upward 
and back seconds before the bays flashed so near her quiver- 
ing body that the carriage wheels chewed across her train and 
2 gust of wind threw her into the lean hard body behind. Had 
the hands on her shoulders been less strong, she would have 
stumbled, sucked beneath spinning iron wheels. 

Shaking, Kate blindly followed where the man led, halting 
only when the solid wall of the. Ladies Emporium appeared 
at her spine. She sagged, feeling cold and sick. So close! Dear 
God, it had been so close! Her knees wobbled like thin sticks, 
and she lowered her head, panting, while above her an au- 
thoritative male voice shouted, “All right, move along. Give 

the lady room to breathe!” 

Kate pressed wet filthy gloves flat against the bricks. Thun- 
dering bays raced through her mind like demons from heil, 
their eyes wild and rolling, hooves slicing through the muddy 
track, A deep shudder began at her boots and rippled up- 
ward, shaking her small frame fike a leaf in a hurricane. 
Dear God! 

“Kate!” Claire appeared from nowhere, frantically 
clutching Kate’s hands, her chin, her shoulders. Kate buried 
her face in Claire’s neck, gasping. “Good Lord!” Claire 
croaked, her fingers flying. “Are you all right? Are you hurt?” 
Claire’s hat and veii had slid to a perilous angle, and her 
skirts were nearly as muddied and stained as Kate's. 

“Oh, Claire! I...” Lifting her bloodless face, Kate 
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pushed her hat brim from wide frightened eyes and brushed 
at the strands of hair spilling around her cheeks. “If that man 
hadn’t . . .” Her voice cracked. She pressed her heart, still 
crashing against her ribs in painful strokes. “He saved my 
life! If he hadn't . . .* The pulse in her throat jumped 
steadily. 

Behind Ciaire, a talf man solidly blocked the flow of 
pedestrians, forcing a detour around the two women. Kate 
stared at his boots until they turned to face her; she’ would 
remember those black boots all of her life. 

A deep rich voice inquired above Claire’s head, “Are you 
all right, Miss . . . 7” Kate’s face paled and her eyes dimmed 
to gray. “Kate! Well, I'll be damned.” A wide smile opened 
‘beneath Link Reynolds’ dark mustache. “Irish, you ought to 
have better sense than to loiter at the edge of the curb.” 

Kate gasped. Her cheeks. drained, then flamed with color. 
“It was you who...?” - 

“, .. rescued the maiden in distress.” Reynolds grinned 
and bowed, a navy frock coat flaring above expensively tai- 
fored gray trousers. An evening breeze tumbled black curls 
about the edges of a hard, ruggedly chiseled face. Off bal- 
-ance, Kate swung her eyes toward the street. She stared at 
her ginger tonic and Reynolds’ beaver top hat, both smashed 
by hooves and wheels. As she might have been crushed. But 
«»« Link Reynolds? 

He straightened, smiling down at them, black curls blowing 
about his face. 

“Sir,” Claire said, turning automatically toward his author- 
ity and confident smile, “Miss Callahan should sit down.” 

Black eyes not leaving Kate’s face, Link nodded. “I believe 
there’s a coffeehouse at the corner.” 

Hot coffee and a place to rest sounded wonderfully ap- 
pealing, and Kate pushed from the wall, not. thinking past the 
next moment. But when she moved, she caught sight of her. 
soiled skirt, and a groan of dismay escaped her lips. Coated 
with wet mud, bits of straw, and lumps of heaven knew what, 
her skirt clung to the petticoat frame in limp ruin. Her train 
was in shreads. Kate lifted soggy palms as another curl 
tugged loose from shaken moorings and sagged past her neck. 
“I can’t go anywhere looking like this!” 

Claire’s sharp eyes examined Kate’s disarray, then dropped 
to her own sodden skirts. She expelled a sigh. “Miss Callahan 
is right. A coffeehouse is out of the question. Neither of us is 
presentable.” An enormous understatement. 
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Tired and weak-kneed, Kate rubbed her temples, leaving a 
smear of mud. Enduring the embarrassment of’ staring 
pedestrians was difficult enough; entering a public place 
would be a humiliation she couldn’t withstand. No, the only 
solution was to hail a hired cab or hope to stop a horsecar 
and return as quickly as possible to the St. James. And pray 
no one lingered in the lobby when she and Claire dashed 
through. 

Reynolds tucked their gloves firmly around his arms. 
“Ladies, I assure you no one will stare.” Smiling, he escorted 
them toward the corner. 

Kate protested, but the pressure on her arm didn’t yield. 
Of course people would stare; they already did. And no won- 
der. She and Claire resembled soiled tarts with their hats at 
rakish angles, their hair falling, and their clothing in muddy 
dishevelment. Kate fumed. How typical of Link Reynolds to 
insist, regardless of propriety or the wishes of those involved. 
Well, Kate decided, her jaw firming, she refused to step foot 
inside a public building. She would not be humiliated! 

Near the corner, Link’s muscled arm lightly brushed her 
breast, and a wave of heat stung Kate's pale cheeks. She 
jerked as if seared by hot coals, hiding her face from his 
questioning smile. Angrily she wondered why no other man 
affected her like Link Reynolds. She couldn't understand it, 
Another man could stand nearby, speak or whirl her about a 
ballroom, and she felt nothing. Link Reynolds had only to 
smile, and the world narrowed to one wide sensual mouth, 
one set of perfect white teeth, one pair of laughing black 
eyes. None of which Kate understood, and all of which infu- 
riated her. 

~ Wait here,” Reynolds commanded, positioning Kate and 
Claire near a steamy window. He bowed, grinned, and strode 
into the coffechouse as if he owned it. 

“Kate, are you certain you aren’t hurt? You're pale as pa- 
per.” Peering through her veil, Claire examined Kate anx- 
iously. “When I saw you fall . . .” Her shoulders convulsed 
beneath a thin brown cloak. 

“I just want to sit down.” Kate pressed Claire’s gloves. 
“But we can’t go in there. Look at us!” , 

Both women glanced quickly through the window. Inside, 
chattering people surrounded a dozen tables; they could see 
ho private banquettes, no back room. j 

Sighing, Claire turned toward the clash and battle of the 
strects. “We'll need a miracle to stop a horsecar,” she said, 
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Then we'll walk!” Kate had recovered her senses to the 
point of realizing she waited on a street corner for the man 
she most loathed. Even the stares of pedestrians were prefera- 
ble to a crowded coffeehouse and the man who had ruined 
her father. 

She stumbled forward on shaking legs, her heart sinking. 
Before she’d progressed three steps, she discovered the acci- 
dent had upset her more profoundly than she’d estimated; her 
knees would not support a long walk. Kate halted, muddy 
skirts swinging, and her small shoulders sagged. 

Before she could devise an alternate plan, the heavy doors 
of the coffeehouse flew wide, and a stream of shouting people 
emerged onto the walkway, hurling angry glares over their 
shoulders. Behind them, Link blocked the doorway; he bowed 
and waved Kate and Claire forward. “Ladies?” 

They stared. Claire was first to understand; she smiled and 
gently guided Kate into the emptied coffeehouse. | 

Inside the doorway, Kate paused, and her eyes rounded, 
Two men cleared tables of steaming mugs and half-eaten 
plates of pie or cake. Another man, obviously the owner, 
rushed forward, bowing and leading them toward a cleared 
table away from the window. A roll of bills bulged his 
pocket. “Is this suitable, Mr. Reynolds?” He wiped large 
hands on a white apron and bobbed his head. “Facilities . .. 
uh... for the ladies are over there.” He slid a curious glance’ 
toward Kate and Claire and indicated the powder room with 
a discreet nod. 

“Is this private enough to suit you, Irish?” Reynolds lifted 
@ dark eyebrow above dancing eyes. 

“Don’t call me Irish!” Kate scowled. He was enjoying this! 
She suspected if she objected, he’d grin and clear another 
shop, then another, until she was satisfied. “This will do,” she 
snapped, summoning a dignity beyond the mockery of her 
appearance. She turned her back to his laugh and flounced 
toward the powder room, tugging at her gloves. 

When she and Claire returned, restored to a damp order, 
Link stood and seated them both. Hot fragrant mugs of 
coffee appeared beforé them, and the owner fluttered above 
the table reciting a dessert menu. 

“Nothing for me.” Claire cast a wistful glance at her 
tightly laced waistline. 

“Nor me,” Kate muttered. She lifted the coffee and sipped 
gratefully, closing her eyes as hot liquid spread to warm and 
steady her nerves. Rearranging her hair and scrubbing the 
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worst of the grime from her gloves and skirt had helped 
some, but whenever she closed her eyes, she saw images of 
racing horses and carriage wheels. Her fingers shook and her 
shoulders ached where Reynolds’ powerful hands had dug 
into her flesh, But she was alive—and, as Claire had remind- 
ed her in the powder room, she owed Link Reynolds her life. 
Kate grimaced and swallowed, watching him from beneath 
her lashes as he dismissed the shopowner. She hated owing 
him anything. 

“And this charming lady is...?° Link inclined his dark 
curls toward Claire, and Kate started. 

She’d forgotten introductions. Instantly a surge of pity 
darkened Kate’s eyes. Despite Claire’s outward caim, Kate 
knew the cost of meeting new people, the courage it required 
to lift the veil and face the horrified stares which followed. 
And Claire couldn’t drink her coffee without removing the 
veil. . 

Kate murmured introductions, watching through pained 
eyes as Claire drew a small breath, then firmly raised the net- 
ting to her hat brim. Replacing her hands in her lap, Claire 
reluctantly lifted her green eyes. 

For a brief instant, fleeting recognition sobered Reynolds’ 
black eyes, the expression gone before Kate could identify 
what she’d seen, if anything. She stared at him, stiffening in 
embarrassed outrage as Reynolds leveled his eyes directly on 
the jagged twist of purple, making no effort to disguise his 
curiosity. He didn’t flinch as most did; instead, he studied 
Claire’s face frankly, openly. A flush of deepening pink rose 
from Claire’s throat, and she swayed slightly, the scar jerking 
with each painful shift of expression. 

“What a great pity.” Reynolds spoke softly, meeting 
Claire’s stricken eyes. His low, quiet voice spoke not to the 
disfigurement, but to the loss of a striking beauty. 

Claire stared, sitting as if turned to granite. Then her preen 
eyes slowly misted, revealing a vulnerability Kate had only 
suspected. “Yes, Mr. Reynolds,” she whispered, trying to 
smile. “I’ve thought so myself.” She continued to search his 
eyes, looking for mockery but finding only acceptance, 
“Thank you.” Then she turned from the strangely gentle mo- 
ment and fumbied in her lace cuff for a handkerchief. __ 

Unaware she’d been holding her breath, Kate released a 
small rush of air. She didn’t completely comprehend what 
had occurred, but she sensed Link had transposed an awk- 
ward moment into something honest and achingly right. She 
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frowned uncertainiy, attempting to reconcile his unexpected 
sensitivity with the man she thought she knew. 

Reynolds made it easy for her. Smoothly he swiveled to 
face Kate, his expression shifting like a chameleon. Biack 
eyes teased. “Well, Irish, what on earth possessed you to be 
so idiotic? You very nearly killed yourself.” 

Kate’s brows snapped together and her hands tightened 
around her mug. His abrupt alteration of mood angered her. 
Any trace of tenderness vanished. Surely she too deserved a. 
word of sympathy. She might have died! Instead of feeling 
soothed, she felt twelve years old, being scolded for a bit of 
adolescent foolishness, Her chin firmed and her blue eyes 
chilled. “I wasn’t daydreaming, if that’s what you're suggest- 
ing. I was attempting to cross Broadway.” 

“On your hands and knees? There are safer ways.” He 
grinned, idiy toying with a spoon, turning it on the table be- 
tween large strong fingers which looked as if they could snap 
the silver in one quick movement, Watching, Kate grimly de- 
cided those were not the smooth, untried hands of a gentle- 
man; they hinted at brawls and weather and strength. No 
amount of money could hide the years of hard physical labor 
evident the instant he removed his gloves. 

Irritated, Kate clenched her own hands in her lap. “Why 
do you always tease me?” She pulled her eyes from his fin- 
gers and glared in exasperation. “Every time we've danced, 
you've criticized my waltz.” His smile widened. “You know 
you have. Not in so many words, but I know what you mean! 
And F've seen you look at me during dinners as if you think 
I'm about to select the wrong fork!" Kate ground her tecth, 
“T am not a child! I can manage without your guidance.” 

Link laughed. “Like you managed this afternoon on the 
curb?” His black eyes sparkled. “Grow up, Irish. A little teas- 
ing never hurt anyone, In fact, it might do you a bit of good, — 
Biack Jack spoiled and pampered you outrageously.” Specula- 
tion flickered in the depths of his eyes as his gaze traveled 
her face, bringing a flush of pink to her cheeks, “Maybe you 
need someone to remind you of the real world, of who you 
really are.” 

Kate needed no reminding of the real world. “Oh?” she re- 
sponded acidly, loathing him. “And who is that?” 

For a moment he didn’t speak; intense black eyes probed 
hers. “Not a storybook princess,” he answered finally, “but a 
flesh-and-blood woman. Somewhere beneath the airs and pre- 
tensions and conformity, there's a real woman, Irish,” 
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Kate’s face blazed. “Is that why you insist on calling me 
Irish? To remind me of humble beginnings?” His arrogance 
appalled her. 

“A humble beginning isn’t a disease to apologize for. Some 
people are actually proud they weren’t handed the world on a 
platter.” He grinned. 

His expression and intimately comfortable tone raced along 
Kate’s spine, and she suddenly felt uneasily warm. Recogniz- 
ing that she reacted to his masculinity galled her, and Kate 
swallowed the last of her coffee hurriedly, wanting to escape 
his infuriating confidence, his revolting notion that. he knew 
her better than she knew herself .. . and the heat radiating 
from his leg beneath the table. “I have nothing further to say 
to you,” she snapped. 

Link watched her, his eyes twinkling. “A: thank-you might 
be in order.” He smocthed his mustache and lifted his cup. 

Furiously Kate ground her teeth. “Thank you,” she hissed. 
The words strangled. To think she’d be saying thank you to 
Link Reynolds. Link Reynolds! 

Link winked at Claire. “Always gracious, our Kate.” He 
relaxed in the chair, hooking an arm over the top rung. “The 
trouble with you, Irish, is a selfish temperament. Just like 
Black Jack,” | 

Kate’s dark head rose sharply, and her stare contained blue 
sparks. “Bon’t you dare mention my father’s name! Not after 
what you did! Because of you, he died penniless!” Link Rey- 
nolds’ audacity formed as integral a part of the man as his 
imposing height, the crisp black curls, and his hard dark eyes. 

“Ah, this coffee is excellent,” Claire murmured. 

“How could you!” Kate spat. Her lovely face accused. 

Link Reynolds returned her stare, his expression suddenly 
hard and sober. “Black Jack Callahan and I were friends, 
Kate. Whether you choose to believe it or not, I’m sorry he’s 
dead.” Genuine regret underscored his tone. “He was a giant, 
both a friend and an adversary, and I'll miss him.” Beneath 
Reynolds’ dark mustache a faint smile appeared. “Black Jack 
was one of a kind. A bastard to the heart, but he had flair—a 
style and honor uniquely his own. Callahan never ruined a 
man without first announcing his intention to do it. Unfortu- 
nately, no one ever believed him until it was too late.” 
He smiled. 

Kate’s face paled to chalk. “How date you speak ill of the 
dead!” Trembling, she fought to rise from the table. 

His amusement stopped her. “Oh, come now, Irish.” 
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Once again she felt like a spoiled child. Kate lowered her 
face and struggled angrily with the frame of her petticoat. 

“F respected Black Jack Callahan as I have few other men. 
Callahan forgot more business than most men ever hope to 
learn. There’s a difference between speaking ill and speaking 
honest.” He shrugged. “It’s only a trick of fate that Callahan 
died. With more time he’d have turned the thing around.” 

“! wish he had!” Kate flared. Her damp skirts stubbornly 
twined around the table legs, impeding her struggle to rise. 
“My father picked you up when you were nothing more than 
a sailor on a dirty little boat. Without his guidance that’s 
where you would have stayed! Where you belong!” 

Link tossed back his black curls and laughed. He watched, 
eyes twinkling with amusement, while Kate fought the chair 
and her wet skirts. “A captain on a respectable vessel of some 
size, Irish.” Kate slapped the skirt, wishing it were his face. 
“Katie girl, the last thing your father wanted or expected was 
gratitude. He didn’t ask thanks; he demanded payment. And 
he got it. After all the years of listening to Black Jack, don’t 
you understand even yet? Money is just a game, Irish, a 
game. The winner isn’t important—-winners change every 
day. The game is what counts, the moves and the manipula- 
tions.” 

Claire coughed discreetly. “This is definitely excellent 
coffee.” She followed the conversation with a concerned 
frown, 

Kate’s flashing eyes narrowed. “No, Mr. Reynolds, you 
aren’t playing games. You're dealing in lives. People’s lives 
are irrevocably changed by your thoughtless, ruthless games!” 
Somewhere, smug lips were saying, “Kate Callahan? She has 
no money, you Know.” Kate’s skirt refused to untangle, and 
she gave it up, furious. She sat hard on her chair. In a mo- 
ment, when she felt calmer and her hands didn’t shake, she'd 
gather her wet skirts and flounce out of this overheated 
prison. And she’d never think of him again. 

Link smiled. He nodded to the hovering shopowner, who 
hastened to refill their mugs; then Link withdrew a thin 
brown cigar from a silver holder. He clipped the end and 
leaned back, studying Kate’s white face and stony eyes. “The 
game is never pleasant for the losers,” he continued softly. 
“Black Jack didn’t consider the possibility of illness. He 
‘should have. When the stakes are high, no eventuality can be 
overlooked.” 

Kate prayed for the self-control to ignore him, but she 
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could not. “You make this sound like it was my father’s 
fault! And it wasn't! It was your fault!’ She glared at her 
coffee, then into a swirl of blue aromatic smoke. A sense of 
unreality lightened her senses. What on earth was she doing 
here? Sharing a table with the nian who had betrayed her fa- 
ther. 

“Now, hold on, Irish.” Link straightened in the chair and 
leaned forward, his black eyes as hard as hers. “I’m not re- 
sponsible for Black Jack’s illness, or for his lack of foresight, 
or for any of his regrettable business decisions. In this partic- 
ular instance, we all held the same cards, Irish, and Black 
Jack understood that. Nor do I owe your father a single 
thing. My debt was repaid years ago.” 

Kate held his stare, then dropped her eyes. It was hopeless. 
He'd never admit destroying her father; in Reynolds’ world, 
right and wrong blurred. He inhabited a strange land of 
power plays and stock battles, of transactions which made 
one man’s fortune and ruined another. The human element 
was of no consequence. She curled her hands into fists, bali- 
ing her napkin, and fought to quiet the despair thudding be- 
hind her temples, 

Claire ledned into the silence. “I understand you collect 

art, Mr. Reynolds.” She patted Kate’s hand beneath the table, 
adroitly injecting herself into a different conversation and ale 
lowing Kate time to collect her thoughts. 
__ Link shifted his chair and smiled. “I grew up in an East 
Side tenement, Mrs. Grant. Surrounded by vermin-flecked 
walls and garbage-littered hallways. Rats were as common as 
lice. In the winter people froze to death in one-room ice- 
boxes, and in summer they died for lack of fresh air. My 
mother looked old at thirty.” He spoke fiatly, with no apol- 
ogy for his beginnings. “I swore if I ever got out, if I ever 
had two nickles of my own, I’d surround myself with some- 
thing better. Much better. When business sends me to the 
ghettos, Mrs. Grant, I return to my brownstone and spend 
hours in my art gallery. There I consider man’s finer nature 
and try to forget the abominations below Canal ‘Street. And 
the fact that no one man can change the system, no matter 
how hard he tries.” 

“Do you try, Mr. Reynolds?” 

“No one freezes in the buildings I own.” 

Claire nodded. “And your mother?” she inquired softly. 

“Dead. The two nickels didn’t come together soon 
enough,” 
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“I see.” Tactfully Ciaire dropped her eyes from his tight 
expression. “What period of art do you prefer?” 

Their voices ebbed and flowed. Suddenly Kate felt bruised 
and defeated. She wanted nothing more than a hot soapy tub 
and the escape of sleep. For weeks she'd: constructed imag- 
inary encounters with Reynolds and rehearsed a dialogue in 
her mind. In her fantasy she stood composed and scathing; he 
fefl humble and begging forgiveness. A bitter twist tugged her 
lips. She’d been a fool to imagine him other than what he 
was—a panther masquerading as a man. An animal as poised 
and dangerous as any creature in New York’s financial 


Wearily Kate blinked when Claire touched her shoulder, 
The conversation had ended, and they stood looking down at 
her. “Come along, Kate,” Claire gently urged. “I think the 
spill upset you more than you realize. Let’s go home; Pil 
draw you a bath.” 

Home. Once Kate had a real home, but now she lived in a 
hotel. “Yes,” she whispered. She felt so tired she didn’t think 
she could move. Only the threat of Link’s helping hand pro- 
vided her the impetus to stand. She couldn’t bear the thought 
of his touch, refused him that satisfaction. 

Outside, she inhaled long breaths of cold night air, steady- 
ing her knees. She inspected her gown beneath a flickering jet 
of gaslight, and exhausted tears stung her lids. Her limited 
budget didn’t allow for new gowns. 

Traffic had thinned, the carriages proceeded at a more lei- 
surely pace, and Kate didn’t question when one rocked to a 
hait before them. Instead, she allowed Link to hand her up, 
grinding her teeth at the sensation of circling warmth on her 
waist. She settled herself beside Claire and lfeaned her head 
back. Not until the carriage lurched forward did she recog- 
nize Reynolds’ crest stamped into the leather seats. 

So. She owned him thanks for yet another service. The 
words stuck in her throat like bones, and after a moment she 
abandoned the effort. Claire would see that he was thanked: 
Claire responded to him, Kate sensed it. A sting of betrayal 
pinched her mouth before she granted Claire the right to en- 
joy whom she pleased. Claire’s opinions were her own. 

Besides, if Kate forced herself to be totally honest, she was 
forced to admit Reynolds could be charming when he chose. 
And he was handsome. Once she too had... . Kate passed a 
hand over her brow. From the corner of her eye she noticed 
his fingers resting on a strong thigh, and her nostrils filled 
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with the fragrant scent of a thin dark cigar. Suddenly she felt 
dizzy 


‘Thankfully the carriage halted just as Kate had decided the 
tide would endure forever, until she grew old and gray, until 
the nervous scream tickling her throat burst out in peals of 
madness. Trying to control confusing thoughts, Kate waited 
as Reynolds lifted Claire to the walkway, then extended his 
arms to her. Biting her lip, she hesitated. Had there been any 
way to descend without displaying a vulgar flash of ankle, 
she'd have slapped him away. 

Powerful hands circled her small waist, and she felt the 
sudden heat as his body swung near, felt herself responding 
to a magnetism famed in the conference rooms and bedrooms 
of New York. For the span of a heartbeat Kate’s wide eyes 
touched black curls tumbling across his forehead, then a sen- 
sual mouth. A surge of blood raced through her body, and 
she felt her cheeks pale. 

He placed her on the walkway, his hands remaining on her 
waist like a ring of hard flame. “Someday, Irish . . .” he 
whispered, staring into her éyes. 

“Don’t call me Irish!” But her words emerged choked in- 
stead of snapping. 

“Someday you're going to grow up. And when you do 
-..” his low voice spoke to her alone. No amusement lin- 
gered in his smoldering eyes. “I'll be there.” 

She stared, blue eyes locked to black. His hands burned 
like cinders banding her waist. “No.” She strangled as his 
gaze traced the soft moist curve of her lips. “Leave me alone! 
After what you did to Papa, I... Just leave me alone! I 
never want to see you again!” 

“No chance, Irish,” he answered softly, his stare dropping 
briefly to the rapid rise and fall of her breast. “You and I be- 
long together. Whether or not you understand yet, that’s how 
it is.” 

Spinning free of his hands, Kate staggered backward, her 
eyes blazing. “Insolence! The oceans will freeze solid before I 
belong to you!” 

His low, rich laugh grated on Kate’s tangled nerves. 
“There’s nothing more pitiful than a sweet-tempered Calla- 
han." Then the twinkle vanished and his eyes sobered. He 
called softly, “Someday, Irish .. .” 

Kate grabbed up her black skirts and hastened after Claire, 
her face flaming and her jaw tight. Claire waited near the 
lobby door, her eyes thoughtful as Link swung into his car- 
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riage and the horses pranced into the darkened street. “He 
loves you,” she stated fiatly, watching until the carriage disap- 
ed 


ee Kate lowered her head and rushed toward the staircase. 
“You forget who he is, what he did to the Callahans!” she 
answered sharply. Her emotions swirled in exhaustion; when 
he’d swung her from the carriage, she’d felt ... Kate 
chewed her lip, hurting at the stab of disloyalty she’d shown 
Black Jack. é 

Claire sighed and hurried to keep pace. “If I were ten 
years younger and that gentleman a few years older, I’d give 
you a.run for him.” 

Shocked, Kafe paused with a hand on the railing and 
stared. “You're mad!” she gasped, her veice incredulous, 

Claire's stubborn smile relayed a conviction that it was 
Kate who was wearing blinders. 

_ Kate sniffed and ran up the flights of stairs. On this subject 
she didn’t care what Claire thought. Kate understood her loy- 
alties and her duty.to Black Jack, 

What she didn’t understand was the man Black Jack had 
been. It didn’t occur to her to question if Black Jack would 
have_agreed with such staunch dedication—or whether he 
would have welcomed it. 


ae 
A, 
_—— 


Cop WEATHER BLEW THROUGH MARCH with a vengeance, 
blanketing New York beneath stark tones of gray and white. 
Thick ice crystals glazed the windowpanes, and drifting ridges 
of snow smothered the streets and strangled the city. Febru- 

ary was only a pleasant memory. Coal companies gouged 
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enormous sums from wealthy clients, while below Canal 
Street, immigrants and laborers froze in unheated tenements. 
Newspapers warned against venturing outside without urgent 
motive. Those who could afford the dictates of reason 
huddied near fireplaces or reeking coal stoves and complained 
itritably about their enforced isolation. As did Kate. 

Before the most recent storm, Claire had requested a rare 
day off to visit friends, then discovered herself trapped by 
fresh blizzards, unable to return to the St. James. As they had 
discussed this possibility, Kate didn’t worry when Claire 
failed to return on schedule. But she missed Claire—missed 
her terribly. The snowy days stretched interminably, with no 
break in the silence, no tart comments or amused smiles to 
lighten long hours. Listening to the whistling wind, Kate wan- 
dered the quiet rooms weighed by a lack of purpose, finding 
nothing to occupy thoughts or hands. Once again she passed 
lengthy hours beside her window, scratching through a layer 
of frost to stare into the empty streets below. Occasionally a 
sleigh flashed past or a hardy soul braved the bitter cold in 
pursuit of a compelling errand. 

Mrs. Baines and Mrs. Lang, the widowed sisters, had de- 
parted weeks ago for the home of a distant relative in Geor- 
gia. A brief letter stated they planned to remain until spring. 
Until now, Kate had scarcely noticed the sisters’ absence. But 
today she would have given much for their chattering com- 
pany. And for their chaperonage each night in the nearly 
deserted dining room. 

Given a choice between starvation and appearing unac- 
companied, Kate eventually chose to enter the dining room 
alone. And she dreaded it. Each night she hurried to a se- 
cluded corner, her cheeks bright with embarrassment. And 
each night she suffered, knowing the other regulars regarded 
her with cool glances of disapproval. Etiquette for respectable 
young ladies did not make exception for unusual circum- 
pace. A condition Kate now recognized as appallingly un- 

air. 

Listlessly she finished a breast of chicken in orange sauce 
and watched the waiter remove her plate. Tonight she intend- 
ed to linger over her coffee, a pleasure she’d forgone since 
dining alone. And one she stubbornly refused to omit tonight. 
After all, the dining room was practically deserted, and think- 
ing of her lonely rooms depressed her. If old Mr. Revven 
stared reprovingly and the ancient spinster, Miss Higgen- 
worth, refused to nod, what did it matter? Was one final cup 
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of coffee that great a sin? Kate sighed: As she well knew, the 
sin Was in sitting alone—as if inviting disreputable company. 
If she herself hadn’t been the victim of their disapproval, she 
might have smiled at the utter ridiculousness of it. When all 
was said and done, what did it matter what they thought? 

But it did matter. Kate could insist a hundred thousand 
times that she didn’t care what people thought . . . but she 
did. Who was anyone, after all, but a reflection of how others 
saw him? All her life Kate had responded to the expectations 
she sensed around her. It was important’ to be respectable, 
but how could she believe herself respectable if watching eyes 
read otherwise? She sighed: the rules of behavior were exact- 
ing. Enforced more to convince others rather than from any 
notion of free choice. Who of his own free will would actu- 
ally choose the complexities of proper etiquette? If etiquette 
and respectability were the end-all and be-all, Kate would 
now be starving in her rooms. The thought was disturbing. 

‘Absently she moved her spoon around the cup’s rim, then 
frowned and laid it to one side. Thinking of propriety’s rules 
raised a troubling question: how many choices had she made 
strictly to please other people, nameless, faceless other peo- 
ple, the thems and theys of the world? Several came to mind. 

She hid her mourning from public view, because if she ap- 
peared outside, what would “they” think? She had remained 
in her rooms, hungry for a day and a half, rather than ap- 
pear unchaperoned in the dining room. She didn’t want 
“them” to think her brazen. The shopping trip with Claire 
had been the high point of the last weeks, but Kate hadn't 
dared repeat it. What would people think? 

The worst. “They” always thought the worst. Only the 
strong or the ignorant dared ignore the edicts of “them.” 
Kate reluctantly concluded she must fall somewhere between 
the two extremes, which she did not find flattering. Rebelling 
against her thoughts, Kate firmed her chin and mentally listed 
examples of her strength, seeking to boost her spirits. 

Hadn't she borne-up well when Mrs. Astor excluded the 
Caliahans from her -annual costume ball? Hadn’t Kate 
blocked her tears at Black Jack’s funeral and displayed a 
courage to make her father proud? And hadn’t she bowed her 
head and bravely accepted Black Jack’s crushing decision 
against Neil Blanchard? 

Neil Blanchard. Kate sucked the inside of her cheek and 
stared at the napkin ring she turned between her fingers. She 
hadn’t thought of Neil since before Black Jack’s illness. But if 
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she sought an example of her own strength, she’d find none 
better than Neil Blanchard. At teast.she’d thought so at the 
time. | 

She’d suffered an agonizing infatuation for Neil Blanchard, 
one which dried up appetite, chased sleep, and had painted 
high color across her cheekbones for weeks. According to 
Black Jack, she’d made a fool of herself. Whenever she en- 
countered Neil, she’d felt as if her emotions were no more 
stable than a saucer balanced on a broom handle. One 
minute she had appeared coolly sophisticated; then the next 
instant she battled an urge to collapse in nervous giggles on 
Mary Margaret Worthington’s shoulder. That such silly be- 
havior caught Neil’s eye amazed her. 

But it had. She’d known from the first moment that he was 
drawn to her. He’d studied Kate with an odd, penetrating 
Stare which sent a quiver along her spine. Neil Blanchard had 
examined her face with an appreciation which she told her- 
self looked into spaces no one else had seen. 

Last year’s social season had been the season of Neil 
Blanchard. Wherever she turned, his sun-bright hair caught 
her glance. She felt the deep blue of his gaze when she rode 
in the park or danced. in torchlit gardens or sat beside her fa- 
ther at the races and the opera. She flirted and chatted with 
everyone, but each glance, each light phrase was meant for 
Neil. She had thought about him constantly, wanted to know 
every detail of hhis existence. | 

Something no one admitted knowing. Even Neil’s occupa- 
tion remained obscure; some said he “did something” in 
Paris, others claimed he was involved in banking, like his fa- 
ther. The only item gossips presented as a. certainty -was 
discord in the Blanchard family; but even the most ac- 
complished tattles couldn’t ferret out the source of friction. 
The father wished the son in New York, and the son chose to 
remain in Paris. Past that, no one knew. Not even Kate. 
Despite a deepening relationship, Neil did not confide in 
her, nor did he explain the extent of the obvious estrange- 
ment from his father. | | 

Now Kate would never know the answers. Black Jack had 
violently objected to Neil’s courtship. , 

“But why, Papa?” Her impassioned pleas rang through 
Kate’s memory, and with them came a fresh sense of pain 
and loss. 

“He’s a fortune-hunter, Katie girl!” Black Jack had roared. 
“A yellow dog sniffing the backsides of bank accounts! You. 
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watch how fast he tucks his tail when I tell the bastard he'll 
never touch a cent of my money!” 

Kate hadn’t believed it then, and she refused to believe it 
now. But her faith required strength. Neil had sailed to Paris 
and out of her life shortly after Black Jack summoned him to 
the Knickerbocker for a discussion. And if she needed further 
evidence of her personal fortitude, she had only to recall the 
ensuing nights of aching sleeplessness, the pain of first love 
lost. a 
But she’d survived. Kate released a small breath. And if 
that wasn’t strength, she didn’t know what was. There had 
been moments... 

A blast of icy wind flickered the candles and fluttered nap- 
kins on empty tables as the street door flew open and banged 
shut. Glancing up with a mixture of curiosity and irritation, 
Kate watched a tall man brush snow from his hat and shake 
out his cloak. Then she drew a sharp breath as Link Rey- 
nolds grinned at the shadowy diners scattered in isolated 
pools of dim candlelight. “Damn! It’s cold out there!” 

Kate stared. From the corner of her eye she saw Miss Hig- 
genworth flinch at the profanity, and she noticed frowns 
drawing the faces of others; yet all watched as Link stamped 
snow and ice from his boots and slapped at his trouser legs, 
Kate could almost hear collective minds wondering why any- 
one would brave the streets in this blizzard. Exactly as Kate 
wondered. 

To her dismay, Link Reynolds straightened and his black 
eyes swept the room, settling on Kate’s table. Her heart 
slowed, then pounded as he threaded past glittering empty 
tables, moving toward her. Deep pink began at her throat 
and stained upward. If he dared sit with her, speak privately 
to her, her reputation would sink to the depths. By tomorrow 
every person in the St. James would be aware she was “that” 
kind of girl. | 

Flustered, Kate dropped her spoon with a clatter and rose 
hastily to her feet, biting her lip and wondering frantically 
where her brave ideas of “they” and “them” had vanished to. 
What had happened to the strength she’d been congratulating 
herself on possessing? Why should she care what Miss Hig- 
genworth or Mr. Revven or any of the others thought? But 
she did, Kate admitted miserably, she did. 

“There you are, Irish!” Bringing the scent of leather and 
fresh snowflakes, he bowed over her fingers, his glove cold 
against her palm. Bits of ice clung to the suede. 
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What are you doing to me?” Kate hissed. It was too late 
to flee. Faces stiffened, and a dozen eyes stared. 

Reynolds ignored her plea, glancing at the single table set- 
ting. “Where is Mrs. Grant? Are you alone?” 

“Yes,” Kate despaired. 

Black eyes followed the direction of her anguished frown, 
and his grin widened. “Sit down, Irish, and we'll brighten a 
few old lives, give those ancient tongues something new to 
Whisper: ‘Miss Callahan actually spoke to a man, and she 
was alone!” He rolled his eyes, teasing. “*There wasn’t an- 
other soul in the entire place except fourteen diners and 
twenty waiters. Scandalous!’ ” oe 

“This is not funny! You don't have to live with them day 
after day. I do!” There it was again. “Them.” Snatching up 
her purse, Kate attempted to. step past, but he smiled and 
blocked her passage, leaning near her ear, 

“I had dinner at the Worthingtons’ tonight. Mary Margaret 
asked me to deliver a letter,” 

Kate halted, her skirts rusting, and she stared suspiciously 
into his twinkling eyes. ; 

“Honest.” He grinned, holding up a hand. “I have it right 
here.” ing his jacket, he reached for the inside pocket, . 

“Nol” Kate whispered, horrified. The situation sank from 
bad to worse; she could well imagine what everyone was 

inking. “Have you any idea how it would look if you 
handed me a letter?” She wrung her hands, 

“Ah, I see.” He smiled and inclined his head respectfully 
toward Miss Higgenworth, who tightened a dour expression. 
“We're passing love letters, is that it? Scorching pages full of 
yearnings and declarations, And no one else ever did such a 





Kate’s stormy eyes narrowed and she felt like stamping her 
boot. She longed for the letter from Mary Margaret, but she 
couldn’t conceive of any respectable maneuver to accomplish 
the transfer. “Send it throuzh Baxter's messenger service,” 
She sighed. There was nothing to do but wait. | 

“Nonsense.” Link bent nearer her ear, his breath lifting | 
black strands along her cheek and embarrassing her half to 
death. He lowered his voice in a conspirator’s whisper: 
“Here’s what we'll do. You finish your coffee, then gO 





“Go to my...” Kate's eyes widened in disbelief. He wag 
mad. If he gave the letter to the doorman for delivery, it 
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would be almost as bad; the doorman was as great a gossip as 
anyone. 

“You'll get your letter.” 

“Wait!” Kate almost reached out a hand; then her face 
flamed and she touched the ruffies framing her face instead. 

“Sorry to disturb you, miss,” he shouted. So loudly no one 
could possibly be deceived. “An instance of mistaken identity. 
I should have seen at once you were the respectable sort.” 

He grinned at Kate's horror, then whirled and strode past 
the empty tables. The outside door opened and slammed. 

Kate sat as if someone had pushed her; shé clenched her 
fists. He had to have his little joke, had to let the whole room 
think he ventured out on a night like this in search of a cer- 
tain type of woman. He had to jab at Kate’s pretensions. 
Damn! Everyone in the room would discuss the encounter for 
days. Kate lifted her cup in shaking hands. Link Reynolds 
wouldn’t be satisfied until her reputation was as impoverished: 
as her bank account! 

When an awkward interval had elapsed, Kate stood and 
waiked stiffly toward the lobby door, her chin erect and her 
cheeks on fire. She wanted to drop through the floor. Stares 
struck her spine like poison darts; she sensed heads bending 
in a-spurt of whispers. | 

The only thing which made the situation at all bearable 
was the promise of Mary Margaret’s letter and the joy of 
knowing she hadn't been forgotten after all. Hurrying to her 
room, Kate lit an oil lamp and settled herself to await de- 
livery of the all-important letter, 

She made the messenger knock twice before she opened 
the door; she didn’t want the hotel thinking she expected let- 
ters from men. 

“Youl” Kate drew a Strangled breath and gasped. Link 
Reynolds smiled down at her. “You can’t come up here! How 
did you... ?” Leaning from the doorway, she scanned the 
dark empty hali with wild eyes, and her voice cracked. “Do: 
you have any idea what you’re doing to my reputation?” 

“Not a thing, Irish, unless someone sees me standing here, 
Aren't you going to invite me in?” 

_, Reacting immediately, she jerked him inside and slammed 
the door firmly. “This is outrageous!” Kate fumed and 
twisted her hands together. “You have no Tight . , . Did 
anyone see you?” she demanded. It was impossible to hope 
he’d walked through the lobby unnoticed. There were the 
doorman, the bellboys, the desk clerk, an old man per- 
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manentiy affixed to the chair near the potted piants. And 
Link Reynolds was in no way inconspicuous. 

Link entered the sitting room, dropping his hat and 
throwing his damp cloak over the top of a chair. He rubbed 
his hands over the coal stove. “Not a soul, Irish, not a soul. 
All hotels have back entrances.” He shrugged. “Unless you 
choose to mention it, this visit is our little secret.” 

Relieved, Kate closed her eyes. But she hated having a 
secret with him, and she didn’t want to consider how he knew 
of back entrances to hotels. And she'd feel one hundred per- 
cent better when he’d given her the letter and departed. Being 
alone with a man, especially Link Reynolds, made her ner- 
vous; she couldn’t remember it happening before. And she 
resented the way he made himself at home in her sitting 
room. She’d made the suite her own; filled it with her favorite 
things, and she didn’t like how her room suddenly shrank 
around him. The small dimensions seemed too confining to 
contain his male energy and vitality. Her lace armcovers 
and dainty curving furniture appeared diminished beside 
Reynolds; his size and masculine power demanded space, 
required a larger arena. ! 

“May I have my letter?” Kate frowned, extending her 
hand. If he left now, her sitting room would expand to nor- 
mal size. And she could quit thinking about being alone with 
him 


“Always the perfect hostess.” He turned from the stove 
with an exaggerated sigh and hooked a thumb in his waist- 
coat pocket. “Irish. I’ve driven two miles in the worst blizzard 
of the year to deliver this letter. Now, don’t you think you 
could spare a splash of brandy?” 

Kate’s frown deepened uncertainly. His face plowed with 
cold, and ice still clung in his dark mustache. Chewing her 
lips, she silently opened the cupboard and placed a decanter 
of brandy on a silver tray. Reaching, she hesitated, then 
placed two crystal snifters near the decanter. A elass of 
brandy would steady her nerves. 

Kate placed the tray on a low polished table and poured 
brandy into both glasses; then she sat beneath the oil lamp, 
trying not to look impatient. 

Link drained his brandy in one swallow and poured an- 
other, bending over Kate’s glass before she could object. 
“Ladies mistakenly believe only the bottom third of a glass is 
usable. Not so, Irish.” He filled her snifter nearly to the rim, 
then seated himself across from her on an upholstered sofa, 
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rummaging in his jacket for his silver cigar case. He lit a thin 
cigar and ran a large hand through the black curls drying 
around his face. “Much better. The streets are solid ice, it’s 
like trying to guide horses across a mirror.” 

The cigar smoke filled Kate’s nostrils with a rich pleasant 
scent, reminding her of other snowy nights reading in Black 
Jack's study while her father worked at his desk. The 
memories were distant and fading, a sadness. Kate sipped her 
brandy. Memory was such a fragile thing. She couldn’t recall 
Black Jack’s features with clarity, but a sniff of smoke 
brought back the companionship and the warmth. 

“Black becomes you,” Link said softly, interrupting her 
thoughts. _ 

Kate opened her eyes and blushed, realizing he’d been 
watching her. One arm rested along the sofa cushions, the 
other balanced the brandy snifter against his thigh. His dark 
eyes examined her with an expression Kate couldn’t read. 
Hastily she diverted the conversation. “Why on earth would 
you accept a dinner invitation on a night like this? Why 
didn’t you send regrets?” 

_ He laughed. “If a driver could negotiate the streets to de- 
“Ae regrets, so could I. In fact, I rather enjoyed the chal- 
enge.” 

Kate nodded. It didn’t surprise her that he’d driven him- 
self. Such physical testing fit her image of him; he would 
revel in it. 

“A bit of foolishness which damn near earned me a col- 
lision with a lamppost. I don’t know who was happier to see 
the stables on the corner, my horses or myself.” He contin- 
ued, sipping the brandy and smoking, describing smashed 
wheels, downed poles, and snowdrifts as high as a man's 
waist. 

As his deep voice filled the small room, and the brandy 
warmed her stomach, Kate slowly relaxed. Outside, the storm 
raged, hurling pellets of snow against the windowpanes and 
covering soiled streets with a fresh white blanket. But inside, 
it was warm and comfortable. Another person made all the 
difference; even Link Reynolds. What had been destined for 
another lonely night had turned into a pleasant surprise. Yes, 
Kate admitted grudgingly, pleasant. She extended her snifter 
for a refill, laughing at -his outlandish description of a portly 
reverend butting through drifts as large as himself. 

“And did the reverend reach his destination?” 

“Certainly! It was a bona fide miracle.” Black eyes 
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twinkled. “Two angels preceded the good reverend, beating 
their wings to clear the gentleman’s path. | 

Kate laughed. When she realized he had filled her snifter 
for the third time, she caught herself up with a blink of sur- 
prise. She hadn’t thought to glance at a clock when he ar= 
rived, but the hour was late, he’d stayed longer than was 
proper. A secret smile curved her lips; what was she thinking 
of? None of this was proper! That she could view the situa- 
tion with amusement lay more to the brandy’s credit than her 
own, And the brandy was also responsible for a light tingle 
beneath her hair and possibly the fascination she felt for the 
shadows playing across the angles of his strong face. Or 
maybe not; but she preferred to believe it the effects of 
brandy. ; 

Shifting in a sudden pocket of silence, Kate cleared her 
throat and set her glass on the table beside her chair. “Ah, I 
wonder if I might have my letter now,” she reminded him. 
Her eyebrows moved in surprise. Had her veice blurred? No, 
she must have imagined it. : . 

“Of course, I’d almost forgotten.” Reaching into his jacket, 
he withdrew a slim cream-colored envelope and extended it 
toward Kate. 

_ She took the letter, ignoring a warm brush of fingers. 
Hisaking the seal, she glanced up at him. “Do you mind if 
wikicwe 

He waved and smiled. “By afl means.” Sometime during 
the last hour he’d crossed his feet atop the low table, looking 
for all the world as if he were a regular family guest. “More 
brandy?” | 

Shaking her glossy head, Kate leaned toward the lamp- 
light, poring eagerly over Mary Margaret’s girlish scrawl. 
As she read further, her face paled. She'd told Claire that 
her friends had abandoned her, but in her heart Kate had 
refused to accept it. She’d continued to cling to a hope 
that events would alter, everything would suddenly turn right. 
Time, she’d told herself, bolstering a sagging faith, time 
would solve her problems. But according to Mary Margaret, 
time played no role in Kate’s isolation—unless time would 
restore her fortune. 

Mary Margaret's letter was a travesty of explanation laced 
with faint smug hints of superiority. Mary Margaret’s world 
remained intact. And Mary Margaret couldn't be seen enter- 
ing a hotel—she hoped Kate understood. And Mary Mar- 
garet’s parents saw no future in inviting Kate to the 
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Worthingtons’; they advised Mary Margaret to restrict her 
friendships to those of her own kind. Anyone outside the pro- 
tected circle of wealth did Mary Margaret no credit. Mary 
Margaret was sorry, oh, so sorry, and she’d always be Kate’s 
friend. But nothing could be done. The friendship would be 
distant and silent. 

The letter slid from Kate’s fingers, and she reached for her 
glass, draining it in one guip. Mutely she extended her snifter 
and stared at nothing while Link poured from the decanter. 

“Unpleasant news?” he asked gently. 

Kate blinked at the amber liquid between her palms. 
“Nothing I shouldn’t have expected.” Tears pricked her lids. 
No magic wand would restore her home, her sense of belong- 
ing, her friends, her way of life. 

Link narrowed his eyes against a thin cloud of fragrant 
smoke, watching her. “Irish, I can guess what’s in that letter. 
And no one can say anything to make it fess painful.” He 
‘softened his tone. “But maybe you’ve learned something of 
value from the experience. About people. And the next time 
you choose friends, you'll select them for more substantial 
qualities.” 

“I don’t need a lecture!” — 

“What you do need is to stop looking backward and. begin 
to think ahead. What next, Kate? In a few weeks the mourn- 
ing ends—what are your plans then?” 

“Months. Mourning doesn’t end until June.” She'd allowed 
herself to regard this period as a state of limbo; when it 
ended, her life would pick up where it had left off. Friends 
would call, she’d reclaim her place as the brightest flower at 
society balls, she’d be the most-sought-after dinner partner. 

It wasn't going to happen. =" 

“All right, then, three more months. And then what? Will 
you stay holed up in this suite? Waiting for people who aren't 
going to. appear?” 

The words stung. Kate swallowed a mouthful of brandy 
and squeezed her lashes together. Whenever she thought of 
the future, her mind froze. “I don’t know! I just don’t know!” 
She opened eyes which had pained to gray. “They’ve aban- 
doned me. They want me to quietly disappear!” The room 
seemed overly warm, his voice far away. When she moved 
quickly, her head swam. 

Link shrugged broad shoulders. “This is 2 money town, 
Trish. With money, everybody loves you. Without it, they’ve 
forgotten your name in a week.” 
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“It isn’t fair!” 

“Of course it isn’t fair,” he agreed. 

“None of this is my fault! I haven’t changed, I’rm-still the 
same person I was before my father died! It’s... it’s all 
your fault!” She'd allowed herself to be lulled by the storm 
and her need for company into forgetting who he was. She'd 
focused on the wrong things. On light tinting his angular face 
with intriguing hollows and corners, on the fan of tiny lines 
near his eyes. 

Link smiled. “Are we back to that? I think we covered it, 
Irish.” Leaning forward, he stubbed the thin cigar and | 
splashed more brandy into his glass. He lifted a questioning 
eyebrow when Kate extended her snifter. “Are you sure? 
Maybe you've had enough... ?” 

This was too much! “I’m not a child! Dammit, I know my 
limits!” she retorted angrily. He grinned at her use of profan- 
ity, and Kate blushed; this was the first time she had ever 
said “dammit” aloud. And she’d long since passed her limit, 
which was one small glass of wine with dinner. 

“I'm weil aware you're not a child.” Black eyes appraised 
the mold of her form-fitting bodice, and Kate's chin firmed 
beneath a scowl. | 

He laughed while she puckered her brow, searching for the 
topic they'd been discussing. It had been important—that, she 
knew—but her mind felt wrapped in velvety folds. If Claire 
were present, Claire would know how to divert wandering 
glances and the strange warm moments when Kate noticed 
Reynolds’ eyes examining her. Kate touched the fringe of soft 
ruffles beneath her throat. 

As if reading her thoughts, Link leaned into the sofa and | 
asked, “And where is the lovely Mrs. Grant tonight? I don’t 
believe you mentioned why you're alone.” 

“That’s cruel,” Kate blurted, shocked. 

His eyebrow lifted. “Cruel? If you can look past Mrs, — 
Grant's disfigurement, is it so difficult to grant others the 
same ability?” He watched Kate above the rim of his snifter. 
“Mrs. Grant impressed me as charming and warm, well 
versed on a variety of topics. A lovely woman.” 

Kate chewed her lip. Of course he was right; she’d jumped 
to @ wrong conclusion. Brushing wisps of black hair from her 
cheeks, she carefully placed her glass on the table. The 
brandy drew a curtain across her mind, fuzzing her thinking. 
“Ciaire has friends she visits occasionally. Apparently she was 
caught by the storm,” 
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“Then Mrs. Grant has lived in New York for a while? I 
had an idea she’d spent a great deal of time in France and 
E ant Lhd 

St think so. Yes.” Again Kate was struck by how little she 
actually knew about Claire. Or perhaps the brandy blurred. 
her memory. Frowning, Kate tried to recall Claire’s friends 
and could not; it occurred to her Claire had never mentioned 
them by name. “Claire’s husband based his business in New 
York, but they traveled a good deal.” Kate blinked. Had she 
yun the words together? She couldn’t have; her mind played 
with her senses. Assuming a stiff, dignified pose, she ignored 
the amusement twitching the corners of Reynolds’ wide 
mouth. 

. “What sort of business?” He studied her, watching her 
prop a ringing head on a hand which looked none too steady. 

“Well, let me think a minute. J know Claire mentioned 
it. ... A long shining curl tumbled from the mound atop 
her smali head and shimmered down across her shoulder. 

Snow hissed against the windowpane and a bed of coals 
toppled and adjusted within the stove. Kate felt a pleasant 
shared isolation, enclosed by blowing snow and shadowy 
walls. And it didn’t disturb her as it had when first he ar- 
rived. In fact, she decided she liked having him here, enjoyed 
the deep rumble of his voice. She felt warm and comfortable 
and a little giddy. 

“Trish... 

“Wait, it’s on the tip of my tongue.” Kate had forgotten 
what she was supposed to be remembering. Instead she fo- 
cused on his hands curled about the snifter. Strong weathered 
hands. “Do you think Mary Margaret Worthington is attrac- 
tive?” Appalled, Kate immediately wished she could recall 
the words. 

“What?” He laughed and settled back on the sofa, his eyes 
deep and unreadable. “Mary Margaret is an amusing sim- 
pleton. A sterling example of today’ s moder yeung lady—all 
fluff and no substance. A woman in body and a child above 
the eyebrows. Why is it most women think any show of spirit 
is offensive? What is there about affecting a languid dullness 
which is supposed to be appealing? It’s not, I assure you.” 

“Is that how you see modern women? That’s nonsense.” 
Uneasily she suspected he was right; she could thirik of more 
friends who fit his. description than did not. Kate attempted 
to arrange his statements in a perspective for rebuttal, but her 
mind wouldn’t obey. Shifting in her chair, she reached for the 
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snifter, but her fingers grasped air to the side of the glass. 
Blinking fiercely, she tried again, and this time brought the 
brandy to her lips. Another long black curl sagged, then 
bounced down her back. She wrapped it around her finger, 
trying to recall what they’d been discussing, annoyed when 
she could not. 

“In most cases, it’s not nonsense, Irish. That’s one of the 
reasons I find you appealing. At least you're not afraid to dis- 
play a flash of spirit. I’ve never thought you dull.” He | 
laughed. | 

Kate leaned forward and stared. What was nonsense? Who | 
had suggested she might be dull? She couldn't sort it all out. 
“My hair is failing down,” she announced abruptly. And 
battled an alarming urge to gigsle. A-small sound broke past 
soft lips, “Did you notice?” 

“Not at ali. You have lovely hair.” Link smiled. “Charm- 
ing.” But Kate noticed his eyes darkened, not matching the 
lightness in his tone, 

Solemnly she studied his eyes, black eyes which drew and 
held; warm and black and intimate and hard and deep and 
-. » Kate touched her hot cheeks. What was wrong with the 
stove? It was scorching in here! She fanned a hand before her 
face, dropping her gaze from his stare. That searching look 
made her secretly and uncomfortably aware of every part of 
her body. And she felt her breath emerge in a strange suffo- 
cating warmth. | | 

“I have long hair,” Kate stated soberly, spacing the words, 
She sounded silly even to herself. “I can almost sit on it.” 

“I suspected as much.” 

Kate hiccuped, looked surprised, then hastily lifted a slen- 
der hand to smother an embarrassing outburst of giggles. She 
could not fathom what was wrong with her; suddenly every- 
thing seemed warm and nice and very funny. And it was all 
right to sound a little silly, not at all disgraceful, as the eti- 
quette books warned. She tilted her head, and another curl 
flowed over her breast. Her hair fell around her like silky 
black rain. And it seemed hilarious. Kate’s eyes danced, and 
laughter bubbied in her throat. “It’s all just . . .” She put her 
fingers to her eyes and laughed, then held a long curl for him 
to see. “Just .. . coming down.” 

Link placed his glass on the table and stood; lamplight. 
played shadow games with the rugged angles of his face. 
“Irish, I think it’s time you went to bed.” Amusement glinted 
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in his black eyes, and something else—something which re- 
leased butterflies in Kate’s stomach. 

She colored and placed an unsteady finger across her lips. 
“Shhh. You can't say ‘bed’ in polite company.” Beds didn’t 
exist in public, only in private. Cocking her head, Kate 
peeked up at him; she felt very daring having said the word 
aloud. As she locked at him, the butterflies returned, and 
Kate hastily averted her eyes. She hiccuped and curled into 
the chair. ‘I think I'll just close my eyes for a minute.” Reyn- 
olds’ image blurred and shifted; then her gaze centered on 
his strong jawline, and she willed it not to wobble. 

He smiled down at her, looking impossibly large, like the 
Prince Charming in a fairy tale, tall and hard and crowned 
with a cap of shining black curls. His eyes swept the curves 
of her body as she tucked her feet into the chair. “Come 
along, Katie girl, I'll put you to bed.” 

Black Jack had always called her Katie girl, and she liked 
the sound of it. Kate blinked drowsily as Link’s features 
faded in and out. “Till just nap right here. It’s warm and...” 

Gently Reynolds set her on her feet, his arms strong and 
steady. “Can you walk?” A strange tingle raced along Kate's 
spine, beginning where his large hands covered her shoulders. 

She drew herself to a height placing the top of ber head al- 
most on a level with his chin. She plared unsteadily. “Of 
course I can walk!” Swaying, she crossed her arms over her 
breast. “I have been walking most of my life. I mastered it 
years ago, and I’ve never stopped.” She couldn’t understand 
why he was laughing. Kate frowned. “J am very good at 
walking.” 

Then shé pitched forward into his arms, 


Sno 
oO 


Loyx carriep HER THE LENGTH of a short hallway, and 
Kate clung to his neck, pointing and laughing at the shad- 
ows darting along the walls. The instant he strode past the 
sitting room door, she snuggled deeper into his arms. Heat 
from the coal stove didn’t reach the hallway and back bed- 
rooms. Outside, wind whistled around the corners of the 
building and hard droplets of snow and sleet spattered the 
windowpanes. Kate hadn’t realized the full fury of the storm 
until they left the comforting pop and hiss of the parlor stove. 

“Which room. is yours?” Link paused before. opposing 
doors, looking down at her. He held her easily, as if she 
weighed no more than a child. 

Kate lifted her falling curls from the comfortable hollow in 
his shoulder. “Thish is mine.” Arched brows shot upward: 
then she giggled and pressed her face into his neck. “This is 
mine.” 

Laughing softly, Link pressed the latch and swung her in- 
side. 

“You can’t see because it’s dark, but this room is pink.” 
Kate’s voice emerged seriously, as if she announced a solemn 
event. She slipped sideways in his arms, tilting her head to 
gaze at his profile. Her long black hair cascaded past his 
shoulder, showering hairpins toward the floor. “And my room 
at home was pink. Do you like pink?” 

Warm breath touched her face. “Sometimes.” 

“Well, I prefer blue. But girls always have pink rooms.” 
She nestled into the warmth of his neck, inhaling the scent of 
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leather and tobacco and snowflakes. “I wanted a blue room.” 
Kate frowned into his collar. “Did I already tell you that?” 

When he placed her on her feet, Kate arranged her lips in 
a pout; she didn’t like relinquishing the warm strength of his 
arms. Clutching a carved bedpost, she swayed dizzily. In his 
arms she’d felt protected and safe; standing was unpleasant. 
The footing felt none too steady. Staring unhappily at the 
floor, she watched a small rug beside the bed wiggle and 
dance across her vision. 

There had been something she wanted to explain, but she 
couldn't recall what it might have been. She attributed part of 
her forgetfulness to the howling wind; it roared through her 
head, sweeping thoughts into eddies of confusion. Creaking 
walls and groaning floorboards added to the noise. “Tink?” 
she called uneasily. “Where are you?” Carefully pronouncing 
each separate word, she deliberately inserted spaces between. 

“Here,” Link answered from the window. He opened the 
rose-colored draperies, admitting a dim snowy light which 
glowed past the layer of frost coating the panes. “Is that 
bright enough, or would you like a lamp or candle?” He 
materialized by Kate’s side, his deep voice and sudden ap- 
pearance startling her. : 

Kate shook her head. “I like this.” At first she believed 
Reynolds was playing a trick on her, slowly tilting to one 
side; then his large hands shot forward and covered her 
shoulders. It was she who leaned. A bubble of impulsive 
laughter sparkled past her lips. Whispering, she tapped a fin- 
ger against his. hard lean chest and nodded with mock wis- 
dom. “I think maybe I drank too much brandy.” 

He laughed. “I think so too.” Bending, Reynolds pulled 
down the quilts. “In you go.” She heard the grin in his voice. 
“Tq hate to have your head in the morning, Irish.” 

Obediently Kate knelt on the bed, then rolled onto her 
back, giggling; she’d have bounced to the floor if he hadn’t 
caught her. Laughter welled from deep in her breast and 
burst to the surface, strangling her and bringing tears of 
mirth into her eyes. Giggling helplessly, Kate planted her feet 
and leaned into his wide shoulder, feeling the hard muscle 
beneath her palms. She gasped into his jacket. “Ladies don’t 
sleep in their clothes!” Peals of laughter erupted like the 
chiming of bells. 

Holding aching sides, Kate collapsed on the edge of the 
bed. She abandoned any effort at control and wiped damp 
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her legs and extended her feet straight from the mattress. 
“And shoes!” She was laughing too hard to compose a coher- 
ent sentence; she could barely speak. Instead she pointed hys- 
terically toward her boots. “Shoes!” Never in her life had 
anything been so wildly funny; he’d sent her to bed wearing 
all her clothes and shoes! Kate pressed a hand to the stitch in 
her side and gasped for breath. “I don’t... think I... can 
manage the buttons.” Laughing, she toppled backward on the 
bed, holding her feet rigidly extended from the edge. 

Link hesitated so long, Kate finally lifted her head and 
tossed back her hair, blinking into the darkness. Snowy light 
stripped any hint of amusement from his flickering eyes. He 
stood silently, staring down at her. Kate drew a sharp breath, 
and her stomach tightened. A gathering tension gnawed the 
edge of her consciousness. She nearly defined the cause; then 
her thoughts veered into-a brandy-colored mist, and she cov- 
ered her mouth with the tips of her fingers, smothering a ner- 
vous giggle. 

Her soft chuckle exploded into laughter. “Shoes!” she cried 
helplessly. She had only to think the word to dissolve in peals 
of laughter. Impulsively she swung her feet above her head, 
skirts and petticoat flying, and she pointed to her boots. Then 
She rolled across the bed, spinning like a top and laughing 
until tears streamed from her eyes. 

“Kate! For God’s sake, hold still! Link’s strong fingers 
circled her ankles, and he jerked the buttons running up her 
boots. His deep voice sounded strained and harsh. When her 
boots clattered to the floor, Link stood, his jaw knotting and 
his face strange. “Now, then, into bed with you.” 

Smiling, Kate rose on her knees, slapping her skirts down. 
She wobbled an unsteady finger beneath his nose. “Not until 
I have my nightgown. Do you know what this jacket and 
shirt cost? Too much to sleep in!” She nodded wisely, black 
hair floating around her smile. Her display of practicality 
should have pleased him, but it didn’t seem to. He stared at 
her with deep, unreadable black eyes, as if he’d heard nothing 
she said. 

Kate slipped from his steadying hands and stumbled to her 
feet beside the bed. “Ice! The floor is ice!” Laughing, she 
hopped to the little rug and presented her back to him. 
“More buttons.” Whoever designed women’s clothing mali- 
ciously believed arms and eyes could face backward at will: 
without assistance, some gowns were impossibly difficult to 
get into or out of. Kate giggled. 
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“Trish . . 2” Link’s voice thickened, his large hands opened 
and closed. 

Kate brushed a tumble of silky hair from her eyes and. 
peeped over her shoulder. In the snowy glow, his eyes burned 
like dark embers and his face was set. His jaw worked, 
bunching into knots as she watched. 

Kate’s lips parted. She didn’t understand his hesitation; a 
moment ago he’d been willing to help. She met his stare, and 
a strange shiver rippled her skin, leaving her weak-kneed and 
warm. She wet her mouth to speak, but then his hands rose, 
and instead she clung to the bedpost while he slowly opened 
a row of black satin buttons halfway down her back. Lifting 
her arms, Kate wiggled in unconscious sensuality as he 
tugged her jacket over her head, his fingers brushing smooth 
bare skin with hard warmth. The unexpected sensation trig- 
gered a racing tingle through Kate’s body, and she drew a 
startled breath. Deep inside, an unsuspected sexuality stirred 
and began to awaken. Kate blinked rapidly, fighting to com- 
prehend a growing emotional turbulence. Was this an effect 
of the brandy? She looked into his hard, handsome face, and 
a tiny voice inside her head warned that her response had 
little to do with brandy. 

“Thank you.” The whisper that emerged was lower and 
throatier than her normal tone. Suddenly Kate felt an urge to 
hasten, to jump into her bed and pull the covers over her 
head. Standing close behind her, Link said nothing, but his 
nearness disturbed her in ways she didn’t understand. His 
warm breath touching the curls on her neck sent a sharp 
quiver down her spine. Hurrying, Kate unhooked her skirt 
and struggled with the yards of cumbersome material. He 
might have made a sound, but she wasn’t certain; perhaps she 

heard the wind sigh or a wall groan. 

‘  Fumbling to untie her petticoat, she let the frame collapse, 
then stepped from an eruption of lace. She shivered and 
wrapped her arms around the blue French corset pushing her 
breasts into creamy swells above the lace of her camisole. 
Kate tugged the laces and dropped her corset, kicking it out 
of sight beneath the bed. Hateful things, corsets. Wearing 
white silk pantaloons, her breasts unfettered and free beneath 
the camisole, she stepped toward Link. Her intention had 
been to fetch her nightgown from the bureau, but the sight of 
his tortured expression froze her steps, and she inhaled 
sharply. 

In the dim light, his face shattered into a collage of hard 
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angles and hollows. “My God, Kate,” he whispered hoarsely. 
Smoldering eyes devoured the satiny swell of her breasts, then 
dropped hungrily-to a soft curve of hip. He groaned and ran 
a hand through his hair. 

The pained set of his face drove the final traces of laughter 
from Kate’s mind. And his hard eyes sweeping her body ig- 
nited a fire within her awakening flesh. Confused and trem- 
bling, Kate lifted wide eyes until she found his mouth, a wide 
teasing mouth gone suddenly hard, and her own lips instinc- 
tively parted. She tried to turn, knew she should move 
away—but she could not. Breath burned in her throat, and 
her full breasts rose and fell. Slowly her wide eyes lifted and 
locked to his stare, and his eyes drew her, enfolded her, 
reached inside and tapped hidden springs. 

Unable to break from his gaze, Kate wet dry lips with the 
tip of her tongue. Unaware she moved, she swayed toward 
him. “I... I’m cold,” she whispered. His warmth beckoned, 
and ail she could think of was the protection and strength of 
his enfolding arms. She wanted him to wrap her close and 
hold her from the storm, safe from a rejecting world. She 
wanted to hear him murmur assurances that everything 
would work out right. For tonight, for the span of a few 
shared moments, she would believe him. Most of all, she 
wanted him to somehow conquer the nervous flutter in the pit 
of her stomach, wanted him to stroke away the strange 
tremble rippling her body, wanted . . . She didn’t know... 
but she wanted... 

Large hands covered her shoulders, a shock of tingling heat 
upon cool skin. “Kate,” he whispered. “Little Kate.” Then his 
fingers gently cupped her chin, tilting her head until long 
black hair swung loose and free. For a dizzying moment he 
stared into her wide, searching eyes; then his mouth lowered 
to hers, gently, softly. And warm. His lips were so warm. 

Not daring to move, Kate leaned within the circle of his 
arms and surrendered to his kiss. Her lashes swept her cheeks 
as she opened to a vivid rainbow of sensation. Gently he 
gathered her against the white ruffles on his shirt, and warm 
lips brushed her forehead, her eyes, the corner of her parted 
lips. 

As if in a dream she watched her bare arms circle his 
neck, and shyly she explored the dark hair curling above his 
collar, surprised to find it as soft and silky as her own. Then 
us lips opened and she lifted her mouth for another of his 

SSes. 
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Link groaned, and she felt him stiffen, growing hard and 
demanding where he pressed against her body. He touched 
her lips. with his thumb. “Irish,” he whispered hoarsely. 
“There comes a point when the best intentions falter.” Slowly 
he unwound her arms from his neck and clasped them tightly 
against his shirtfront. “My God, you’re beautiful!” A hand 
caressed her hair, brushing it from her neck. Then his eyes 
briefly closed, and he stepped away from her. “Now, into 
bed. This is more than a man can stand. It’s time to say good 
night.” 

Kate stumbled and caught her balance. Quick breath 
rasped past her throat, her pulse pounded in her ears. His kiss 
hadn’t eased the building tensions in her lower stomach; in- 
stead, she felt a gathering deep inside, a growing frustration 
of urgency. She stared at him with a confusion of disappoint- 
ment and dismay. “You’re leaving?” He threatened to take 
the warmth away! Prepared to leave her to the fury of the 
storm and the wind and the turbulence boiling inside. 

“If I don’t leave now, Kate, this minute .. .” Black eyes 
burned into hers. “I won’t go at all.” Did a question flicker in 
those dark depths? A challenge? 

“I...” Kate wet her lips. “Don’t leave me,” she blurted. 
Bewildarthgly: she split into two entities. One of them shrank 
in horror at the unbidden words tumbling from her lips, and 
the other yearned to finish whatever they had begun, did not 
want to be alone. Desperately Kate tried to reason, to sep- 
arate flesh from intellect. Then her eyes met his and an elec- 
tric shiver weakened her knees. The flaming hunger in his 
stare swept away all rational thought, left her helpless to do 
anything but respond. 

They stood very still, staring into each other’s eyes, not 
touching. Then he whispered, his voice low and husky, “Are 
you certain, Kate? Very certain?” Slowly Link’s coat slid past 
bulging shoulders, his eyes locked to her pale face. He tugged 
the end of his tie and let it drop to the floor. 

Trembling violently, Kate wet her lips, trying to form 
words. A part of her mind cried “Go! Go now!” but her 
tongue didn’t move. Swaying, she watched as he removed 
glittering shirt studs, then sucked in her breath and squeezed 
her eyes when his white shirt fell and a bare muscled chest 
gleamed in the snowy shadows. Seeing, he reached for her 
hand and pressed it to his warm skin. 

Kate couldn’t breathe; she knew she was strangling. He 
opened her shaking fingers and flattened her palm against a 
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crisp forest of black hair. Then gently he gathered her into 
his arms and reached behind, removing her camisole in one 
smooth movement. Kate’s naked breasts fell against his bare 
chest with the shock of-heat lightning, and her heart lurched 
to a stop. Above her tousled head, she heard his groan. 

Then a rush of urgency shot past any thought of 
gentleness. His mouth crushed hers, and now his lips were no 
longer soft, but hard and bruising. A searching tongue pushed 
past her lips, and Kate’s eyes flared. Powerful arms tightened, 
pulling her hard against a demanding body. She gasped at the 
hot moist explosion where their naked skin touched. Her 
limbs turned to straw, and she believed she would faint. 
“No!” Kate cried. But he was past hearing. Link swept her 
onto the bed, and suddenly they were both completely naked 
and his mouth was savage on her lips, pushing her head into 
the pillows, demanding, seeking. 

And she couldn’t move. Kate quivered beneath his deep 
kisses, rigid with fear. Her safe world whirled out of control; 
she didn’t recognize what she was feeling, couldn’t under- 
stand how any of this had happened. And a part of her mind 
understood it was wrong. Wrong! When he released her, Kate 
thrashed across the bed, black hair flying about her head and 
shoulders as she tried frantically to wrench from his arms. 
“Please,” she panted, “Please let me go! I don’t want this to 
--. 1m afraid!” 

“Shhh.” He caught her face firmly between his palms and 
stroked her foaming hair until she quieted. And his gaze 
caressed her face, her wild eyes, her parted lips. “Shhh.” 
Then his mouth turned soft again, touching her face and hair, 
soothing, gentling. And his fingers moved like wisps of flame, 
brushing, stroking, dropping until her full round breasts filled 
his palms. Kate cried out at the shock of his caress, shrink- 
ing, then trying fiercely to push away, but he held. her tightly. 
Black curls brushed her cheek as he kissed the thudding hol- 
low in her throat; then his lips searched her quivering breasts, 
his tongue stroking satiny skin until he found a budding 
circle of rose. 

“No,” Kate moaned, her voice cracking, strangled. But her 
young awakened body betrayed her, melting to moist fire 
beneath his skilled fingers, fingers that traced light agonizing 
circles of liquid heat across her naked body. 

Her protests expanded and dissolved, reforming into trem- 
bling, smoldering need. As his mouth and hands explored her 
body, her mind drained, leaving only a sensation of desire, of 
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growing passion. A burning gale rushed past open lips, each 
breath scorching, as his lips teased and tormented, moving 
lower and lower until she felt a scream building, felt her 
body quiver like taut wire. 

The scream tore from her throat, and her stunned eyes 
flew wide when his stroking fingers discovered the silky black 
tangle between her thighs. She buried her hands in his dark 
curls, moaning and twisting, aflame with desperate urgency. 
But he withheld release until tears ran down her cheeks. His 
fingers tantalized the tender inside of her thighs, approaching 
and withdrawing, warm bursts of quick breath bathing hidden 
recesses, until Kate whimpered wildly, half-mad, and her 
hammering heart threatened to jump from her breast. 

A voice begged and sobbed “Please, please, please,” but 
Kate heard only the roar of her own tortured breath and a 
shrieking of nerves. His fingers teased lightly along smooth 
aching skin, leaving quivering fire in their wake. And his lips 
explored her body, tormenting, agonizing. Blindly, her hips 
lifting, she pleaded, her head thrashing from side to side. 
Then his hand covered her, and she seemed to explode as his 
fingers moved, guiding her, leading her, adjusting and-build- 
ing until mind and flesh shattered and a wall of rapturous 
darkness crushed her senses. Kate screamed as the world 
cracked and quivered, then collapsed inward before erupting 
into shuddering blissful release. __ 

Moaning, she fell backward into damp pillows, her breast 
heaving with each ragged breath. Perspiration oiled her glow- 
ing skin, cool and moist. Before her eyes opened, his lips rose 
to lightly brush her mouth, soft now, and he cradled her to a 
hard chest, enfolding her in strength and warmth. 

But before the storm calmed within her body, his lips again 
grew demanding, and she felt a velvety strength harden 
against her stomach. Her eyes flew open, and she read in his 
dark eyes there would be more. More. And Kate opened her 
arms, offering a newly awakened passion, guiding his curls 
toward her flaring nipples, arching her body hungrily to meet 
his. 

For a long moment he balanced above her, black eyes em- 
bracing her tumbled hair, her flushed and heated face. Then 
he thrust forward, and Kate screamed as white fire invaded 
her body with a tearing jolt of pain. Damp, exquisite pain. 
Which ebbed and flowed, pushed and pulled at her. Then as 
suddenly as the knifing pain appeared, it melted away, and all 
her whirling senses centered on the plunging fullness of the 
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man, the joyful lack of emptiness. Rhythmic life awakened in 
every fiber of being, and Kate knew this was the mystery of 
life she’d hungered for without knowing, this wild joining, 
this fulfillment of flesh and spirit. 

His strong hands guided her knees up, and her hips lifted 
to match his thrusting rhythm. Slowly at first, then, as her 
body adjusted to the cadance and demands of his, he moved 
harder and deeper and faster, until Kate’s mind spun into 
space, riding a night wind. Her fingers bit into his bulging 
shoulders, and warm breath burst across her cheeks; then 
someone screamed, and movement shuddered into dark rap- 
ture. Mind and body whirled outward, then wheeled sharply 
in, and a symphony sang past her ears and throat. 

Later, when their breath had calmed and they lay beneath 
the quilts in a drowsy tangle, he adjusted her head on his 
shoulder and smiled down at her. “Kate?” he asked softly. 

“Mmmm.” She didn’t want to speak or disturb the mo- 
ment. 

“In the morning, remember . . . there is nothing to regret, 
nothing to be ashamed of. Tonight you grew toward woman- 
hood, and you were wonderful.” Lightly ‘his fingers traced the 
curve of her cheekbone, stroked her long silky hair. 

Regret? Shame? A soft smile played across Kate’s swollen 
lips. Regret discovering an ecstasy never before suspected? 
She snuggled her nakedness into the warm curve of his body 
and murmured, “Mmmm.” His arms closed around her, and 
she slept the sleep of brandy and sated passions. 

Her first thought on waking was that she would be very 
sick. Pitching over the side of the bed, Kate clung to the 
mattress while her throat worked, but nothing, thank God, 
came up. When she felt reasonably certain nothing would, 
Kate straightened slowly, Shielding her eyes from the bright 
sunlight sparkling past the ice on the panes. She covered her 
face and groaned. Though she knew it couldn’t be, her head 
felt twice the size of a watermelon; it throbbed and banged 
deep inside. A sour liquor taste darkened her mouth, and 
recognizing an aftertaste of brandy, Kate again thought she 
might be sick, 

She held herself rigidly still, not daring to move, and 
moaned at the hammers pounding inside. her head. Opening 
her eyes a crack, she squinted toward the glare streaming past 
the window. For the first time in days, bright light blazed 
through the frosted glass, searing her eyes. 

Moving very slowly, she eased back into the pillows and 
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pulled the quilt over her head. She felt terrible. Her skin was 
clammy to the touch, and hot and cold in the same instant, 
Her headache was definitely the worst of her life. Her stom- 
ach rolled, and her naked body felt stiff and sore. 

Good God! Blue eyes snapped wide, and Kate sucked in a 
sharp breath. Naked? Body? Punching up the quilt, she stared 
down at herself, then hastily slapped the quilt into place. 
What had happened? A portion of her mind instinctively 
shrank from remembering; another part demanded to know. 
Frowning, she thought hard. There had been a letter—Mary 
Margaret’s wounding scribble—and Link Reynolds. Kate 
winced, Link Reynolds and glasses of brandy. Her stomach 
turned. And the blizzard, and more brandy, then a blank area 
and something about shoes which made no sense at all. Biting 
her lip, Kate gently rubbed her temples, trying frantically to 
remember. 

She lowered the quilt to her chin and inhaled deep breaths 
of cold air, hoping the chill would slice through a bank of 
white fog blotting her memory. She’d fainted, or something 
very like a faint, and Link had carried her in here, and 
then... 

Kate’s wide eyes paled to gray. A scarlet shame shot up 
her throat and flamed across her cheeks. Horrified, she lifted 
on one elbow and surveyed the jumble of clothing strewn 
about the floor. Her black jacket and silk skirt lay in a 
crumpled pile, partly covered by a froth of lace. A stocking 
hung limply from the bedpost. Her underthings were scat- 
tered about the bed. “Oh, dear God!” Kate whispered, in- 
stantly regretting having spoken aloud. The sound rocketed 
through her aching head. _ 

Shaking hands fluttered from her temples to her cheeks, 
then to bloodless lips. What had she done? Stunned, Kate fell 
into the pillows and buried her face. Everything returned in a 
flash of terrible memory; hands and lips and rushing breath 
and... 

“No! Oh, no!” She scanned the room quickly, as if expect- 
ing Link Reynolds to jump out at her; then she yanked the 
quilts over her hair and wound into a tight ball. As memory 
washed her in waves of shock, Kate’s eyes filled with tears. 
She wept and beat the pillows in an anguished frenzy of 
denial, ignoring the wild pain ripping through her head. She 
could not, absolutely could not accept what memory told her 
was true. The passionate whimpering woman in the night 
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could not have been Kathleen Billington Callahan! “Nol. 
Please, God, no!” 

And the worst, the very worst, was knowing she’d opened 
her arms to Link Reynolds. Link Reynolds! “Oh, God!” It 


had to be a nightmare! 
But it wasn’t. And no force on earth could turn back the 


clock or alter a single moment. Link Reynolds—the man who 
had ruined Black Jack, who had changed Kate’s life and fu- 
ture. Link Reynolds—to whom she’d lost everything dear. 
Link Reynolds. Now he’d taken the only thing she had left to 
lose. Her innocence. 

Outside, the storm had ended; inside, it had only begun. 


ao 
6 
—_—— 


“*F'oR HEAVEN’S SAKE, KATE, YOU must eat something.” 
Claire frowned and pressed her lips. The scar jagged, register- 
ing concern. “You’ve gone downstairs only twice in the last 
three weeks, and you hardly touch the trays I bring up. If 
you aren’t ill already, you soon will be!” Claire filled the 
teapot from a kettle atop the coal stove, then critically exam- 
ined Kate’s untouched tray before turning toward the girl at 
the window. Kate stood beside the curtains, staring dully at 
the activity below. 

Kate didn’t answer. None of Claire’s diversions acted 
toward shaking loose a deep depression. Her appetite had 
dwindled, and she found sleep impossible. The thought of 
climbing into bed—that bed—sent a shrinking humiliation 
through her small frame. And when she did force herself be- 
tween the quilts, she listened for hours to Claire’s gentle 
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snore and cringed beneath inner voices that accused and re- 
viled. 

No matter how Kate arranged her memories, the end result 
remained the same: she was ruined. And her future? There 
was none. No man would want her; she was “damaged 
goods,” a favorite term of Mrs. Baines and Mrs. Lang when 
they referred to shameless girls “no better than they had to 
be.” A stain of shame branded past flesh and scorched into 
the threads of Kate’s private self. _ 

She thought constantly of that one decisive night, yet 
couldn’t bear to think of it at all. The details blurred beneath 
a blanket of self-castigation, and she had only to think Link 
Reynolds’ name to feel physically sick. 

If such a disaster was fated to occur, why—why, 
God?—did it have to happen with Link Reynolds? A 
nameless man from the streets would have been easier for 
Kate to accept. But Link Reynolds. Kate couldn’t bear it. In 
despair she turned Black Jack’s portrait to the wall, unable to 
see his smile without reading accusation in the eyes, betrayal 
and condemnation in his expression. 

She had betrayed her father by giving her innocence and 
decency to Link Reynolds. 

Kate’s throat worked, and she rolled her forehead against 
the chill windowpane, closing her eyes. She groaned and 
rubbed violently at her temples, as if she could erase the 
memories if she applied enough force and determination. 

“Kate!” Claire eased Kate’s hands from her face and held 
them tightly. “Kate, stop this!” Anxiety etched new lines be- 
tween Claire’s brows. “This has gone on long enough. Sit 
down.” Firmly she pushed Kate onto the sofa, watching as 
Kate sank like a rag doll, unmoving. Claire poured: tea for 
them both and pressed Kate’s hands around the cup. “Drink,” 
she ordered. 

Obediently Kate lifted the cup. “It’s nice and hot,” she 
murmured listlessly. 

“Never mind the tea, Kate, let’s talk about you.” Claire 
worried her lower lip; absent fingers traced her scar. Since 
the last storm, Kate had been a different person. Obviously 
something traumatic had triggered a change. Although Claire 
tactfully probed, Kate had refused to discuss the period of 
Claire’s absence. But Claire experienced little difficulty 
guessing the source of the mystery. Link Reynolds. 

During the last weeks, a deluge of messages and letters had 
crowded Kate’s box in the lobby, along with winter roses and 
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several small packages. All bearing Reynolds’ seal and all of 
which Kate bundled and returned unopened. Twice Link had 
appeared at their door, and each time Kate had run weeping 
into her bedroom, begging Claire to send him away. 

Claire settled into the sofa cushions and shrewdly -studied 
Kate’s drawn face. She’d lived too many years, hard years, 
not to understand the new maturity in Kate’s walk and the 
new knowledge behind Kate’s blue-gray eyes. 

She removed Kate’s cup and saucer, placing them on the 
low table; then she took Kate’s hands between her warm 
palms. “Kate, we’re friends, aren’t we?” 

Startled, Kate blinked into the calm green eyes examining 
her face. “Of course we are! Claire, you’re my only friend 
now, you must know that.” 

Claire returned the pressure of Kate’s cold fingers. “Then 
let’s talk as friends. Kate, don’t you realize there is nothing 

.” She forced Kate to meet her eyes. “. . . nothing at all 
you can say or do which will change how I feel about you?” 

Immediately Kate shrank from the direction of the conver- 
sation. “Oh, Claire,” she whispered, covering her face. “T 
want to tell you, but I can’t! You'll think thatI...I. 

Sighing, Claire guided Kate’s dark head tiviaid bie shoul- 
der and patted while Kate gave way to a storm of exhausted 
weeping. “There, there. It isn’t that bad.” 

“It is!” Kate’s voice muffled against the ruffles of a flow- 
ered dressing gown. “You just don’t know!” 

A fleeting expression of pain drew Claire’s face, and her 
fingers briefly touched the purple ridge before returning to 
Kate’s shoulder. “You tell me, and Ill decide for myself.” 
She pushed a handkerchief into Kate’s hands. 

_ Kate pressed the bit of lace to smudged eyes. She felt ex- 
hausted, worn down from wrestling the guilt alone. But if she 
told Claire, could she ever face her again? 

Claire filled her teacup and adjusted her gown against the 
sofa cushions. Judging the moment carefully, she gently 
prompted, “There was a storm... and Link Reynolds ar- 
rived at the hotel...” 

Kate’s brows arched; she sniffed into the handkerchief. 
“How did you know?” 

Smiling, Claire sighed. Sometimes she felt a hundred years 
old instead of forty. “I guessed,” she answered dryly. 

“It was just like that,” Kate blurted. “Link said he was de- 
livering a letter from...” Haltingly at first, then quickly, 
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Kate relived that night as Claire sipped her tea and listened 
silentiv. 

Pacing, Kate raised clenched fists to the throat of her black 
“wool gown. “Oh, Claire, I can’t explain how it was that night. 
The brandy . . . storming outside but warm inside, and I 
...? A rush of pink warmed her pale cheeks. “And I en- 
joyed his company; he told stories, and we laughed, and I 
. .. I was glad he was here.” She passed a shaking hand 
across her eyes, remembering. Ashamed. “Then I felt faint, 
and he carried me into .. .” She couldn’t force the words, 
refused to look at Claire. | 

“He carried you into the bedroom,” Claire finished calmly. 
It was the first time she’d spoken in nearly an hour. 

“Yes,” Kate whispered. “And he... and he ... But the 
worst part is that I. . . Oh, dear God . . . I enjoyed it!” 
Horrified, she buried her face in her hands, and her shoulders 
bowed. 

Claire placed her cup on the table and stood. Gently she 
returned Kate to the sofa and covered her hands. “Kate, look 
at me. No, really look at me.” She waited until Kate’s tor- 
tured eyes lifted. “Did Reynolds hurt you in any way?” 

Kate’s eyes widened, and she shook her head. Such a possi- 
bility had never occurred to her. : 

“Was he brutal? Did he mistreat you in any manner what- 
soever?” 

“No,” Kate whispered, her cheeks scarlet. Such questions 

were the last thing she had expected. “It was .. . I mean, he 
was...” ' 
“He was a man, dear Kate. And you were a woman. A 
lonely woman feeling rejected and shut away from warmth 
and kindness.” Claire smoothed Kate’s black hair. “And was 
it so terrible? Really? Two people sharing the pleasures of 
each other on a cold, lonely night?” 

Kate’s mouth dropped in astonishment. Had she considered 
it for six months, she could not have anticipated Claire’s 
reaction. Condemnation, yes. Horror and revulsion, certainly. 
But Claire’s calm acceptance and understanding extended be- 
yond anything Kate had dared to hope. “Oh, Claire,” Kate 
wept helplessly. “Thank you! I thought...” 

“You thought I’d stare at you like something in a chamber 
pot.” Claire smiled and reached for more tea. “We live in 
such a hypocritical age!” She shook auburn curls. “What a 
pity when women can’t accept a moment’s pleasure without 
guilt. But we’ve concocted rules to deny feeling and honesty; 
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women grimace and shudder at ‘performing their duty’ be- 
cause sex is something dirty to be avoided. The fancy houses 
are full of men whose wives suppress any natural feeling. 
We've been sold a bill of goods, Kate.” Claire’s eyes nar- 
rowed with emotion. “We're told we're the guardians of 
spiritual goodness and as such, we’re denied any expressions 
of sexuality. Lovemaking—no, don’t look so scandalized— 
lovemaking has become mechanical and loathsome, stripped 
of tenderness and joy. It’s all duty and damned little pleasure. 
The fun is carved out, as if enjoying this marvelous gift were 
a sin. Respectable women aren’t allowed to enjoy themselves 
in bed.” 

“Fun?” Kate responded weakly. She couldn’t believe what 
she was hearing, hadn’t dared imagine attitudes like this exist- 
ed among respectable women. Claire blithely struck down 
traditions without appearing to hear the explosions as old 
lines crashed and new ones sprang into place. 

“Yes, certainly. Fun. The simple joy of two people delight- 
ing in each other’s bodies, the pleasure of being free to ex- 
plore and enjoy with a guiltless heart. Instead we wrap sex in 
dirty labels and smothering manmade morality.” 

Kate swallowed and pressed a hand to her lips. She didn’t 
know a single woman other than Claire who had ever uttered 
the word “sex” aloud. And in her heart Kate felt positive few 
other women believed as Claire did. Dear, wonderful, calm 
Claire, who had the gift of setting things right. 

Claire smiled. “I didn’t intend to deliver a lecture on the 
evils of modern morality as seen by Claire Grant.” She 
looked at her hands. “Everyone has a pet gripe.” 

Kate blinked. How had Claire arrived at these scandalous 
theories? How had she managed to develop ideas at such 
wide variance from common opinion? Not for the first time, 
Kate wondered what sort of man Mr. Grant might have 
been. 

Kind green eyes searched Kate’s. “Don’t blame yourself for 
responding naturally. Don’t berate yourself for discovering 
more than sterile duty in the melding of men and women. 
Whether or not you realize it now, you’ve been very fortu- 
nate in your first experience. Be grateful, and don’t spoil 
something wonderful by letting yourself believe there’s any 
sin in loving.” 

Kate lowered her head. “I don’t love Link Reynolds. I 
don’t even like him, not really.” She drew a breath. “He’s the 
one who—” 
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“Yes, I know,” Claire interrupted. For a moment she 
fought with herself, finally abandoning what she’d intended to. 
say. “But you’re torturing yourself for nothing. You didn’t 
hurt-anyone, did you?” 

_ “My father—’” 

_ “Kate, Black Jack is dead. He has no claim on your life. 
And he’d want you to be happy, surely you believe that. You 
didn’t betray Black Jack by sharing a warm moment or by 
fulfilling your own needs.” 

“It was the brandy—it must have been the brandy!” 

“No doubt the brandy played a role.” Claire frowned 
gently. “But, Kate, dear, there’s no need to invent justifica- 
tions. Accept what happened and learn from it. Don’t torment 
yourself for something you cannot change. Accept and go on.” 

Kate blinked misty eyes. Accept. As Claire accepted. Each 
time Claire glanced into a mirror, she was forced to accept 
the unthinkable. Each time Claire met a new person, she 
came face to face with a fresh reminder of tragedy. Could 
Kate do less? “I'll try,” she whispered. | 

“Good.” Both women looked toward a knock at the door: 
then Claire stood and waved Kate to the sofa. “No”—she 
smiled—“each knock isn’t Link. I don’t think he’ll return. But 
he is concerned about you, he does -care about you.” Hastily 
Claire removed a veil from her pocket and adjusted it over 
her hair and face; then she stepped to the door. 

‘Letting her head fall to the cushions, Kate elesed red- 
rimmed eyes and considered Claire’s advice. Some she could 
adopt; some she doubted she ever would. How Claire ap- 
proached the subject differed radically from all Kate believed. 
Nevertheless, she felt as if an enormous weight lifted from 
her shoulders. She had shared her guilt, and Claire hadn’t 
thrown her belongings into a bag and departed in disgust. 
The earth hadn’t shattered; lightning hadn’t split the skies. 
Life went on. The worst could happen-—and life went on. 

“It’s a letter for you.” Claire turned an envelope in her fin- 
gers, examining it curiously. 

Lifting a weary hand, Kate shook her head. “Send it ‘back. 
I won’t read what he says. I never want to see or hear from 
Link Reynolds again. I couldn’t face it.” 

“It isn’t from Link. That’s why the desk sent this one by 
messenger.” Claire removed her veil and touched the return 
address. “It’s from Paris, France, forwarded from the Fifth 
Avenue house.” 
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Kate winced. The entire hotel must have noticed the mail 
she’d received and returned. What on earth did they think? 

She accepted the envelope without enthusiasm and tapped 
it against her palm. Paris? Whom did she know in Paris? 
Then she drew a sharp breath, and her eyes widened. Neil 
Blanchard! ao 

Quickly she tore open the envelope and scanned the lines 
inside; then she closed her eyes and began again, reading 
aloud for Claire. 


Dear Kate: 

I have recently learned of your father’s death and wish 
to extend my condolences. News of the States reaches us 
slowly and is often incomplete, thus I have no details 
whether illness or accident caused your family misfor- 
tune. I hope your father’s end came swiftly, without pain 
or suffering. 

Learning of Black Jack’s death has led to an opening 
of old possibilities. I hope you won't think it indelicate 
to raise certain issues at this time, but as you surely re- 
call, your father’s objections were all that prevented my 
asking for your hand. While you and I did not discuss 
marriage directly, I feel confident that you understood 
the direction of our relationship. 

I realize your circumstances may have altered in the 
past year. One of your many admirers may have engaged 
your affection. If this is not the case and if you do not 
find this offer presumptuous or offensive, I would be hon- 
ored if you would join me in Paris as my wife. 

Before making a decision, however, you should be in- 
formed that I am a painter by profession and preference. 
As such, I can offer you a life of great triumphs and 
great periods of desolation, a life, regrettably, of almost 
certain personal neglect in the interest of great art. 

My choice has greatly disappointed my family, and it 
was through a desire to spare them embarrassment that I 
did not previously mention my chosen profession. It is 
doubtful I will return to New York City. My life and 
yours, if you wish it, is here in Paris. _ 

I can offer little of what you deserve, but from the first 
moment I saw you, I have wanted to paint you. As my 
wife and model, you will one day grace the walls of the 
prestigious Salon. 

I await your answer. 

Neil Blanchard 
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After a moment of silence, Claire crossed her arms and 
nodded toward the letter. “And who is Neil Blanchard?” 

Neil. Kate dropped the pages into her lap and stared at 
them. Behind her lids an image Sprang to memory, tall and 
slender with a shock of unruly blond hair as bright as sun- 
shine and eyes so blue and enigmatic they recalled the ocean 
depths. 

Speaking softly, she described Neil, knowing no physical 
description did justice to the man. She failed in explaining his 
flashes of sensitivity. And how could she adequately bring to 
life the wounded passion flickering behind blue eyes? Or the 
banked fires behind a facade of fashionable boredom. Bore- 
dom fashionable to New York society, that is; how he be- 
haved in Paris, in the element he considered his own, she 
couldn’t guess. 

Kate glanced through the pages again. Although she hadn’t 
suspected his artistic aspirations prior to this, it came as no 
real surprise. Even the gossips had reco gnized his reserve as 
masking an inner turmoil. He was an artist. 

An artist. A dozen puzzling events clicked into place. Once 
' she’d observed Neil staring at a roan prancing through 
dappled sunlight, a look of yearning drawing his features. 
He’d closed his eyes with an expression of pain. Now Kate 
guessed he had wanted to paint the scene. And now she un- 
derstood the source of family friction so obvious to the gos- 
sipmongers: Neil’s banker father would ‘naturally be appalled 
by his son’s choice of vocation. What father would not? 

Claire retrieved the pages from where they’d dropped from 
Kate’s nerveless fingers. She studied Blanchard’s large - 
sprawling handwriting. “If he paints like he writes, I wonder 
that he makes a living.” 

Kate smiled. “Neil doesn’t need money. Walter Blanchard 
owns the third-largest bank in New Jersey.” 

“Ah, but the father is not the son.” Claire pointed to a par- 
agraph. “And the father is not happy. The question might be 
posed: Just how unhappy is Mr. Walter Blanchard, the 
banker?” Dropping the pages, she glanced curiously at Kate. 
“And of course, the true question is: How do you feel about 
this proposal? I don’t recall hearing you so much as mention 

name.” 

“I_don’t know,” Kate answered slowly. “Once I thought 
-» . But now! Oh, Claire, if Only this letter had arrived a few 
short weeks ago! If only I’d known Neil still cared, before 
Link-—~’? 
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“Stop that right now!” Claire frowned, emotion deepening 
the purple across her left cheek. “We agreed, no looking 
backward.” 

“You don’t understand.” Kate wrung her hands. “I can't 
marry Neil, no matter what I feel. Even if I loved him with 
all my heart, I couldn’t marry him. He’d know!” 

Claire considered, fists on hips, green eyes narrowing. “He 
doesn’t have to know—not if you’re clever.” 

“Claire!” 

Calmly Claire cleared Kate’s tray, then the teacups. She 
yawned and stretched. “It’s done all the time, my dear. More 
‘suined’ women have gone blushing to their marriage beds 
than thousands of husbands will ever know.” She shrugged. 
“A small deception is infinitely preferable to a spinster’s life, 
isn’t it? Besides, who would know?” 

“7 would know!” 

Claire smiled. “Just so long as he doesn’t know. I don’t 
think you should allow that to be a factor in your decision.” 

During the following two weeks, they discussed the pro- 
posal from every angle. First they examined the positives. On 
the surface, marrying Neil Blanchard solved many pressing 
problems. Becoming a part of the Blanchard banking family 
erased Kate’s money fears. She’d be restored to society. Paris 
society, and that meant escaping New York and false friends; 
she’d begin anew in France. And though she and Claire did 
not raise this point, she would never again need worry when 
or where she would encounter Link Reynolds. In Kate’s 
mind, this-reason was as compelling as all the others lumped 
together. 

“On the other hand,” Claire pointed out, fingering a letter 
which had begun to fray from handling, “he doesn’t say a 
single word about love.” 

Kate chewed her lower lip; she’d noticed this omission as 
well. “But he hints at it.” 

“Not the same thing dat all. And it’s a damned tiny hint.” 
Claire’s finger ran down the page. “And he’s frank to men- 
tion his first obligation is to his art, not to a wife.” She 
glanced upward. “While that may sound romantic on paper, I 
suspect actually living it would be difficult, to say the least.” 

Nodding doubtfully, Kate accepted the letter and reread 
the paragraph under discussion, although she knew the words 
by rote. With her usual intuitiveness, Claire had looked into 
Kate’s mind and guessed the fantasies building there. In her 
dreams Kate ensconced herself in a chic Paris apartment 
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where she entertained an avant-garde collection of notables 
while her husband, the famous painter, toiled in a picturesque 
studio perfecting a portrait of herself that would one day 
grace the walls of the Louvre, earning a slice of immortality 
for painter and sitter. But did immortality balance neglect? 

“It don’t know what to do.” Kate sighed: She paused, her 
brush poised over freshly washed hair. “We've talked and 
talked, and I’m no closer to a decision than-I was the day the 
letter arrived. What should I do?” 

“You haven’t mentioned love either,” Claire noted wisely. 

Kate blushed. “I don’t know what I feel. I...” 

Claire tapped the tarot cards spread before her and smiled. 
“Everything is here. A trip over water—two men, one dark 
and one light.” Her green eyes danced. “You’re going to 
Paris. It’s in the cards.” 

Kate laughed. “What do the cards say about money?” 

“No money.” 

“There you are. See how wrong the cards can be? The 
Blanchards have more money than Papa did. I’m afraid the 
cards lie.” 

“It’s been known to happen.” Claire gathered them into a 
box. “Kate, think about it. Do you love this Neil Blanchard?” 

Kate twisted her long shiny hair into a knot atop her head, 
stalling for time; then she cleaned her brush and ivory comb. 
“Once I thought I did, but now . . .” The words came 
slowly. “I haven’t seen him in a year; he may have changed, I 
may have changed. I’m beginning to think I didn’t know him 
very well. I didn’t even suspect he might be an artist. But 
...l think. .. yes, I think I could learn to love him.” 

The words echoed in Kate’s thoughts. Long after Claire 
snored peacefully in her bed, Kate lingered beside the win- 
dow, thinking until her head ached. Below, flickering gaslight 
lit a deserted street, illuminating winter’s skeleton trees and 
painting pools of mud-splattered snow with soft yellow light. 
New York City. Wretched and inconvenient in winter; hot 
and muggy in summer. But the only home Kate had known; 
Paris, France, seemed a universe away. But was that so terri- 
ble? What did New York City offer Kate Callahan? . 

When her mourning period ended, Kate foresaw no notice- 
able change in her routine. Oh, she and Claire would move 
about more freely, perhaps attend lectures and a concert now 
and again, but they would return here, to the St. James and 
these small cheerless rooms. Together like Mrs. Baines and 
Mrs. Lang, becoming more alike as the years passed, until fi- 
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nally the hotel staff would experience difficulty distinguishing 
one from the other. Kate’s thoughts leaped into a distant 
space where she and Claire both leaned on canes and covered 
white hair with old-fashioned lace caps. Kate shuddered. No, 
her money would vanish long before that time. And the real- 
ization terrified her. To her knowledge, she had no living rela- 
tives to offer home and table when her funds. disappeared. 
She had to find a solution herself. 

So how could she best insure a future—what were her op- 
tions? She could remain in New York and pray a handsome 
young millionaire noticed her and lost his heart before her 
money trickled away. Or... 

Or she could accept Neil’s proposal and secure her future 
immediately. Once, she had believed the sun rose and: set on 
Neil’s bright head. And at that time, despite Black Jack’s 
tirade, she’d been convinced her emotions were more than 
just an adolescent infatuation.. Time and distance were to 
blame for her curious lack of feeling now. Surely her affec- 
tion would rekindle when she saw him. 

The longer Kate turned the proposal in her thoughts, the 
more she began to believe more lay in favor of acceptance 
than weighed against. Decisively she swung from the window’ 
and lit a candle, pulling her writing table before her. 


Dear Neil: 


She stroked her cheek with the end of. the quill and 
Stared at the blank page. How much should she reveal of 
her reduced circumstances? Mr. Clyber’s monthly reports 
made little sense to her; his explanations of Black Jack’s 
folly had long since blurred. All Kate really understood was 
that she had no money. 


Thank you for your kind condolences, My father’s 
illness was both unexpected and lengthy, a shock to all 
who knew him. — 


Meticulously she detailed the ravages of Black Jack’s last 
days, experiencifig again a full weight of pain and grief. Then 
she hesitated, the quill tip above the inkwell. 

Your offer of marriage frankly has taken me by sur- 


prise. After a long year of silence, I supposed you had 
forgotten me. 


Did that sound petulant? She couldn’t be certain. After a 
moment she crumpled the page and began again. ; 
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I am honored by your kind offer of marriage and 
would be pleased to accept. 


Better, Kate decided, much better. She debated mentioning 
affection, then resolved against it. His own letter had been 
reticent; she’d answer in kind. Emotion was surely taken for 
granted, implicit in the offer and in the acceptance. 


You asked me to consider your choice of profession, 
and I have done so. I’m gratified you wish to paint me. 

However, I too have something to confess which you 
must consider before we proceed further. My circum- 
stances have altered drastically since my father’s death. 
I urge you to contact Mr. Hennessy Clyber, my attorney, 
for a complete accounting of my finances, as is your 
right, 


Kate included Mr. Clyber’s office address and reread what’ 
she’d written in her small neat hand. A graceful ending 
eluded her. Finally she bent over the pages. 


If Mr. Clyber’s explanations are acceptable to you, my 
companion and I will arrange passage to Paris immedi- 
ately upon receiving word. 

| | Affectionately, 
Kathleen Billington Callahan 


She contemplated her signature, then crumpled the page, 
recopied it, and ended instead: 


Best wishes, 
Kathleen Billington Callahan 


Folding the pages, Kate slid them into a black-banded en- 
velope and carefully penned his address. She propped the let- 
ter against an empty vase and snuffed the candle. Now that 
the decision was finally made, she’d be able to sleep. 

But she couldn’t. A thousand nibbling doubts scrabbled at 
the darkness. And she battled a thousand more “what ifs.” 
Dawn washed the sky a fiery pink before her troubled eyes 
closed. 

By mid-April, neither Kate nor Claire could pass the 
lobby desk without their eyes straying to Kate’s letter box. 
Once an envelope protruded, and they had exchanged 
glances, then approached the desk anxiously. But when Kate’s 
shaking fingers broke the seal, the letter was not from Neil. 
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Irish: 

If you’re reading this, maybe there’s hope for you yet. 
And if this letter isn’t returned, perhaps it will mean 
you're growing up. Becoming a woman is not an event for 
shame. Hiding is. 

This is a small town, my darling Irish, and sooner or 
later you and J will meet. You can’t run away forever, 
not from me and not from yourself. 

One thing I want you to know: Ili not rush you. I'm a 
patient man. A deal worth transacting isn’t closed in a 
single day. When you're ready, I'll be there. 

Link 

Angrily Kate crushed the letter into a ball and stuffed it in- 
side her purse. After dinner, she’d burn it over a candle. Had 
the letters she’d returned been so outrageously arrogant? She 
ground her teeth and fumed through an excellent meal, none 
of which she tasted. | 

“Kate, are you certain you know what you're doing?” 
Claire lowered her tone, leaning forward so Miss Higgen- 
worth wouldn’t overhear. “You don’t have to travel halfway 
around the world to find a man.” She glanced pointedly 
toward Kate’s embroidered purse. “There’s a man right here 
who loves you. And Reynolds will provide you a life-style 
any woman would envy.” 

Kate’s laugh was unpleasant. “I don’t recall any offer of 
marriage.” She shuddered at the thought. “You read what he 
said. It’s the same old theme: grow up.” Her eyes flashed. 
“Grow up, as if Pm an idiot child! I don’t know what he’s 
looking for in me, and I don’t care!” 

“Kate, Link Reynolds loves you!” - 

“You are dead wrong!” Kate swallowed and glanced 
toward Miss Higgenworth. Miss Higgenworth toyed with a 
goblet of seltzer water and strained to hear. With an effort, 
Kate lowered her tone. “This is just another game to Reyn- 
olds—‘a deal worth transacting’ indeed! Like I’m some sort 
of real estate he’s bargaining for. Well, I’m not a chattel to 
be transacted, and I won’t be a pawn in some stupid game!” 

Claire leaned forward until her coppery head nearly 
touched Kate’s black curls. “He’s a man, Kate! An iron blend 
of pride and honor and strength and arrogance. He isn’t go- 
ing to tell you what you should already see, not without some 
encouragement from you. Men like Link Reynolds don’t wear 
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their hearts on their sleeves; they don’t rush about like moon- 
struck teenagers. But he does love you!” 

“Please, Claire, let’s not argue. My decision is made.” The 
entire conversation was ridiculous. Kate shoved at her plate 
and rubbed her temples. 

Claire stared, then sighed. “I just hate to see you make a 
mistake. Marriage isn’t a whim—it’s forever. Till death do 
you part. My only concern, Kate, is for you to be very cer- 
tain Neil Blanchard is exactly what you want your forever to 
be.” 7 

Kate swallowed a rush of doubt. “Forever” rang in he 
ears. “I don’t want Link Reynolds—you can be very sure of 
that.” 

They finished their coffee in silence, to Miss Higgenworth’s 
ill-concealed disappointment. Later, the discussion resurfaced. 

“Claire .. .” Kate threw up her hands in exasperation. “TI 
don’t understand you. I doubt Link Reynolds has a more 
staunch supporter in this entire town!” 

Claire lowered a basket of mending and smiled wickedly. 
“That is one hell of a man!” 

“You hardly know him!” 

“To my regret.” Claire sighed. 

Kate gave up. It was bad enough having her dreams 
haunted by the man; she hated talking about him. 

A stubborn grin widened in a flash of purple, and Claire 
added placidly, “It’s not too late to change your mind.” 

Frustration groaned past Kate’s full lips, and she wandered 
to the open window, inhaling the sweetness of lilacs and hon- 
eysuckle. Thin cloaks had replaced heavier weights, and win- 
ter felt had given way to spring bonnets. “Why doesn’t Neil 
answer?” Kate murmured, her fist tapping the sill. 

Claire’s smile melted into a grimace. Kate sounded the 
same lament at least a dozen times each day. Striving for pa- 
tience, Claire answered, “It takes at least two weeks for a let- 
ter from. America to reach France. There was your reply... 
then, I imagine letters to and from Clyber ... He'll answer 
in good time.” | 

“But when?” Kate sighed. 

Then, one day, the letter was there. A slim envelope resem- 
bling an ordinary item instead of a gathering of words to al- 
ter lives. 

With Claire hovering above her shoulder, Kate froze, 
standing in the lobby like a pillar before she ran a gloved fin- 
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ger beneath the seal. She pressed the page to her pounding 
heart, then drew a breath and shook open the folds. 


Dear Kate: 


Come to Paris, 
Neil 


The page shook in her fingers. She-stared at the words and 
her mind went numb. Paris! They were going to Paris! 

“Romantic, isn’t he?” Claire commented. Then she led 
Kate toward the stairs. 


=| 
v4 
SS 


Mr. Cryper sTePPeD UP THE frequency of his visits. It was 
he to whom Kate turned for the resolution of a hundred de- 
tails. Mr. Clyber’s staff booked passage on the Voyager, a 
luxury steamship attached to the White Star Line, and he as- 
sured Kate first-class accommodations had been reserved for 
her and Claire. They would occupy a stateroom on the exclu- 
sive upper deck, as far as possible from the thump and reek 
of the screw. Clyber also arranged an auction to dispose of 
Kate’s furniture, scheduled to occur the day following her de- 
parture; and he agreed to accept the proceeds as his fee. He 
advised her to dispose of her small investments (she vaguely 
recalled signing several papers), and suggested her assets be 
converted into cash, a service he agreed to perform as soon 
as she signed a power of attorney. He seemed surprised at 
Kate’s news of a forthcoming marriage. 

“Ah, yes, I’m acquainted with the Blanchard name. I as- 
sume Mr. Blanchard will require an... ah . . . accounting 
of your finances, Miss Callahan?” Mr. Clyber smoothed the 
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y pomade over his hair and glanced up from a scatter of 
papers. 

Kate smiled. “You’ve already seen to that, Mr. Clyber, 

thank you.” 

Hennessy Clyber blinked behind his spectacles. “Ah, I 
don’t recall any correspondence from France.” Frowning, he 
considered, “Is it possible you’re mistaken? Your concerns 
are personally handled by me.” 

Kate laughed, unable to resist a tease. “It’s no wonder 
you don’t remember—this would have been a ‘personal 
matter.” | 

“Ah, yes.” Mr. Clyber’s smile was strained. He knew his 
reputation and had never quite decided if he should be flat- 
tered or offended. “Well, then, I believe we’re finished.” Push- 
ing a stack of. papers into his briefcase, he stood and 
consulted a small notepad. “Til drive you to the docks a week 
from today.” 

Kate saw him to the door while Claire stripped off her veil 
and threw both windows wide, fanning at the heavy scent of 
pomade. “Ugh!” Claire waved a hand before her face. “How 
can you bear sitting next to that man? How do you breathe?” 

Kate laughed. Lately nothing disturbed her. “What hair 
wax?” she teased. “I didn’t notice a thing.” 

Claire sniffed and grinned. “I’ve heard that love is blind, 
but I didn’t realize it affected smell as well.” Folding her veil, 
she tucked it into an apron pocket, quick at hand if needed. 
“Well, can you think of anything we’ve forgotten?” A large 
trunk crowded the center of the room; another sat against the 
foyer wall. 

“Claire, do you think I’ve made the right decision in not 
shopping for new clothes?” Anxiously Kate contemplated the 
rows of black gowns folded neatly into her trunk. “T’ll need 
black for only another month, then Ill want spring gowns in 
bright colors.” | 

Claire cleared a space at the cluttered table, pushing aside 
vases and china and assorted bibelots. After pouring a cup of 
tea, she leaned back in her chair. “If you're certain this Blan- 
chard can afford a new wardrobe, I’d advise waiting until we 
arrive in France. Paris is seasons ahead in fashion. Whatever 
you buy here will be outdated the instant you step foot on 
French soil.” Her green eyes looked inward. “Paris! Kate, 
you can’t imagine. There’s so much to see, so much to enjoy. 
Nowhere is life as vibrant and exciting as in Paris!” She 
rolled her eyes and leaned her left cheek into her palm. “And 
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the men! Handsome and elegant and willing to discuss some- 
thing besides business. And women so beautiful and stylish 
you’d think they were hired by the city to decorate the boule- 
vards.” Looking into memory, she continued pensively. 
“You'll have to visit the Louvre, of course, and sample the 
ices at Tortoni’s, and there’s the Tuileries Gardens and the 
Imperial Palace...” | 

Kate laughed and threw up her hands. “Stop. Ili neyer 
remember it all.” Moving crystal glasses and picture frames 
she opened a spot for her writing desk. 

“You don’t have to remember, I’ll_be there to drag you ev- 
erywhere.” She watched Kate arrange paper, quill, and ink- 
well. “Kate... could we talk a minute?” 

“Of course.” — 

Touching her scar as she did in those rare moments when 
unsure of herself, Claire hesitated. “Once you’re. married, 
there’s really no reason for me to stay with you... .” Her 
hands folded uneven pleats across her apron front. 

“Claire!” Kate reached across the table. “You’re my family 
now! All there is. Did you think ’'d abandon you when we 
reach Paris?” . - 

“No, no,” Claire answered with a wave. “But I do think we 
should discuss what happens then.” 

“Depending on your wishes, I’d like you to stay with Neil 
and me. For as long as you like—~forever.” Kate squeezed 
Claire’s hand. “Claire, I don’t know how I’d have managed 
these last months without you. We’re friends, remember?” 

“There’s someone else to consider now.” Claire nodded 
toward the writing desk. “What will Neil think of this ar- 
rangement? Two instead of one.” 

Kate’s brow arched. “Why on earth should it matter to 
him?” 

“Kate, you’re such an innocent. The additional expense, 
for one thing. You can’t add another person to a household 
without its costing something. For another ...” Claire 
traced the ridge of scar. “Neil and I might not care for each 
other. I understand artists are committed to beauty.” 

“Claire, you are being idiotic. He’ll love you like I do. And 
I can promise expense isn’t a consideration; the Blanchards 
are wealthy.” 

“I notice Neil didn’t forward passage money,” Claire re- 
sponded evenly. 

Kate frowned. “An oversight, ’'m sure. Now, don’t worry. 
This letter will make it clear you are to be as much a part of 
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our household as I am. Besides, Pil need company while Neil 
is at his studio working.” 

Dipping the quill, Kate leaned forward, but words didn’t 
easily come to mind. No matter how she attempted to gloss 
the fact, she felt as if she were writing to a stranger. Would 
he be like she remembered? Would they feel awkward to- 
gether? How well did she know Neil Blanchard, really? Kate 
released a sigh. Time alone would provide the answers. 

Bending over the black-edged paper, she penned a brief 
note describing Claire’s devotion and kindness and presenting 
as a fact that Claire would share the Blanchard home. And 
ali the while, she worried. 

Of course she had doubts; she told herself every bride had 
doubts. If she allowed it, she’d do nothing but chew her nails. 
Every day she thought of new reasons to doubt. The only 
cure would be to see Neil, to look into his blue eyes and read 
what she needed to see. 

In the meantime, Kate organized her belongings for the 
auction, parting with lifelong possessions reluctantly. Neil and 
France offered a new life, and she planned to take nothing to. 
remind her of the old. “Out with the old, in with the new,” 
Kate muttered. But her voice didn’t carry the ring of convic- 
tion she would have liked. 

The day the Voyager sailed dawned clear and bright, a day 
for kites and picnics and strolls beneath budding trees. 
Throughout the carriage ride to the docks, Kate peered 
about, tugged by emotional tides. She inhaled the stench of 
bone mills, refineries, and tanneries drifting from Hunter’s 
Point, and today the poisonous odors didn’t offend. Nor did 
the stink of urine-saturated hay wafting from the stables at 
nearly every corner. This was home. And Kate didn’t know 
when she’d return, if ever. 

Eagerly she absorbed each impression, storing mental pic- 
tures against the future. Pigs rooting in curb garbage; mount- 
ed policemen wearing polished brass and blue; the race of 
hacks and wagonettes and sleek carriages; newspaper hawkers 
screaming of the plans for next year’s centennial exhibition in 
Philadelphia; lemonade stands dotting the sidewalks—Kate 
drank it all in, the lovely with the unlovely. 

Long before Mr. Clyber’s hired carriage rocked to a halt at 
the edge of the wharves, Kate’s heightened senses were aware 
of the soot, oil, and murky stench of the steamships. Clippers 
and packets used the East Side docks off South Street, but the 
steamers needed the depth on the West Side of the island. 
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Stepping from the carriage onto rotting boards, Kate stared 
at the immense Voyager in awe. Black-and-white funnels 
rocked against a blue sky, competing in height with four 
cylindrical iron masts laden with sail—a safety feature touted 
by the White Star Line against the unlikely event of engine 
failure. 

An event not worth consideration on the Voyager, queen 
of the White Star fleet. The Voyager offered space for twelve 
hundred passengers, some of whom would pass the trip in 
luxurious comfort, most of whom would jam a noisy, 
cramped steerage. 

Staring about, Kate decided all twelve hundred crammed 
the docks, although steady lines of people streaming up sway- 
ing ramps suggested otherwise. People, carriages, trunks, 
cargo, and service wagons crowded the wharf area. Whistles 
blew and bells rang and people shouted to be heard. 

Despite a nostalgic reluctance to leave New York— 
home—Kate found it impossible to resist a rising excitement 
as crisp white uniforms slipped through the crowds, assisting, 
pointing, shouting directions, hurrying to load, rushing to 
meet the scheduled departure. 

Kate snapped her black parasol and touched her purse, 
which contained “approximately” $8,432.68. 

Mr. Clyber noticed and nodded approval. “Be careful,” he 
shouted, and Kate clutched the bag tightly against her dark 
taffeta skirt. “Check your valuables as soon as you board!” 

Kate bobbed her head, nearly dislodging a smart black 
straw adorned by a'single pheasant feather. Her only valu- 
ables were the pearl eardrops she wore and a small gold ring 
Black Jack had presented on the night of her debut. All else 
had gone toward debt payment. 

Mr. Clyber yelled something else, but Kate couldn’t hear. 
Her shoulders lifted in a charming shrug, and she turned to 
Claire. Claire shaded her eyes, peering toward the upper 
decks swaying high above them. And the anticipation spar- 
kling past Claire’s veil brought an answering smile to Kate’s 
lips. Seeing a man stop and stare, Kate blushed and dropped 
her head. 

Though the docks were alive with passengers, crew, and 
service people, Kate noticed she and Claire created a small 
stir among nearby spectators. Claire’s green faille traveling 
ensemble highlighted her auburn hair styled in a smooth 
chignon beneath her hat, and her erect full figure caused more 
than one man’s eye to linger, before dropping to Kate’s curv- 
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ing form with a show of additional interest. Kate, with her 
fresh skin and smoky eyes—eyes which blended nostalgia and 
excitement, which changed subtly from blue to gray, then 
back. And when Kate nervously smoothed lace-gloved hands 
over her hips, even Mr. Clyber blinked. 

Then it was suddenly time for good-byes, and Kate flung 
her arms around Mr. Clyber as if he were a lifelong cherish- 
ed friend. Embarrassed, he patted her shoulder stiffly and 
cleared his throat. Waves and sunlight danced across his spec- 
tacles. “Ah, bon voyage, Miss Callahan and, ah, best wishes.” 

Then. smart white uniforms were herding stragglers up the 
ramp and toward a curving iron stairwell, up and up, until 
the people on the wharves resembled a sea of waving dots. 

Kate clung to the rail and lifted her hand, trying to deter- 
mine which of the fluttering gloves might be attached to Mr. 
Clyber. 

Somewhere a bell clanged steadily, and beneath their feet a 
ripple quivered the length of the ship as the engines coughed 
to life, belching a cloud of black smoke from the stacks. 
Throats cheered and confetti rained. toward the docks. Ser- 
pentine streamers choked the air, and a woman’s spring bon- 
net sailed toward the water. 

Kate pointed and laughed, hastily averting her eyes as the 
heavy engines stirred the water, churning garbage and bloated 
bodies of small dead animals discarded among the floating 
timbers and bits of straw and oily debris. 

Claire didn’t notice. She held her veil with one hand and 
waved the other toward New York’s jigsaw skyline, for all 
the world as if she bid it good-bye and good riddance. Far 
below, a pastel carriage halted at the edge of the crowd, spill- 
ing brightly clad Jadies, who pushed into the throng, waving 
and flourishing lacy parasols. Claire laughed and cupped her 
gloves around her mouth, shouting, but Kate couldn’t deci- 
pher the words amid a cacophony of voices and bells and 
shouted laughter. 

A blast of noise drowned all other sounds, and Kate cov- 
ered her ears, looking questioningly at Claire. Claire nodded 
and they withdrew from the madness at the rail to search out 
their stateroom. The Voyager slowly steamed from the docks 
and slid into the current. 

By the time they located their room, the ship had settled 
into a steady rhythmic hum, thumping and crashing far be- 
low. Already Kate’s nostrils had begun to adjust to the stench 
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of motor oil, soot, black smoke, and heavy cooking odors 
permeating the decks. 

“Thank God it doesn’t make you sick,” Claire said cheer- 
fully, pressing the latch. “I was afraid it might.” 

Kate stepped around their trunks, examining the room they 
would share for the next two weeks. “It’s lovely,” she en- 
thused. 

“And we have water taps at the sink—both salt water and 
fresh!” . 

“And the room isn’t pink.” Kate laughed. Soft green bed 
coverings matched the walls, and two small ladies’ chairs 
were upholstered in a flowered pattern of green and gold and 
splashes of orange. The stateroom was large and bright, fur- 
nished sparsely but stylishly. Plus, they had three oil lamps, 
steam heat if they required it, and a bell to summon the stew- 
ard. 

“Shall we unpack, then explore—or explore, then unpack?” 
Kate’s eyes sparkled like the waves outside the porthole. _ 

Claire didn’t hesitate. ““We explore!” 

Together they toured the upper decks, joining a stream of 
elegantly gowned ladies and tailored men. Holding trains out 
of traffic’s way, Kate and Claire discovered the grand saloon 
and eagerly scanned the dining roster. They would eat at the 
first sitting, a disappointment balanced slightly by the fact 
they would be seated near the captain’s table, presided over 
by the ship’s surgeon. “There was a time when the Callahan 
name would have guaranteed not only the second sitting but 
the Captain’s table as well,” Kate grumbled. “And the Blan- 
chard name carries weight ... if we ever return. . 

They examined the ladies’ boudoir and peeked into the 
men’s smoking room. They strolled the promenade decks and 
learned from a bejeweled dowager that the ladies’ bathing 
room contained two marble bathtubs. “If you feel the need of 
washing,” the woman explained, “just notify the steward and 
he'll arrange an appointment.” At the purser’s office, they 
checked Kate’s purse, then wandered toward the ship’s nose, 
laughing and throwing out their arms as the motion in- 
creased, 

To the front of the ship, the engine’s heavy thud pounded 
louder, and the deck vibrated beneath their shoes. A jarring 
motion spiraled the nose up and down and sideways all in the 
same queasy circular movement. The stench of the engines 
was thicker here, nauseating and offensive. 
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“Steerage,” Claire commented soberly, pointing down the 
tiers of decking. 

Far below, a crush of people sat on coils of rope or leaned 
against the railing. Sounds of quarreling and crying babies 
and weary shouts drifted upward. A girl about Kate's age 
stood a small distance apart from the rest, one hand holding 
her hat against the sea breeze, the other clutching a shabby 
reticule to a thin chest. Unlike first class, no deck chairs were 
provided and no space existed for the girl to sit, though she 
looked ill. Kate followed the direction of the girl’s miserable 
gaze and saw a man shouting at a crew member and pointing 
toward a stack of uncovered straw mattresses. The crew 
member shook his head. Both stared toward the girl, then 
resumed their argument. 

“She wants to lie down, and all the mattresses are sold,” 
Claire interpreted softly, watching the scene unfold. 

“They aren’t given beds?” Kate asked, shocked. 

“Collapsible hammocks are provided in the hold. But 
unless someone is deathly ill or the weather is poor, everyone 
must remain on deck. Otherwise, the odor gets . . .” Claire’s 
voice trailed. 

An odd shiver of foreboding darkened Kate’s eyes, and she 
spun abruptly from the scene below. “I think we should un- 
pack before dinner.” . 

In their cabin, they removed hats and gloves and relaxed a 
moment before tackling the trunks. Claire wrestled open a 
porthole, and the tangy salt breeze ruffled coppery curls at 
her cheeks. “Wonderful,” she breathed. “But let the wind 
change, and it’s all smoke and oil and steerage smells.” 

Kate experienced a strange reluctance to dwell on the topic 
of steerage. Instead she applied herself to unpacking her 
trunk, shaking out a black off-the-shoulder gown she planned 
to wear at dinner. The gown emphasized her small waist and 
smooth white shoulders. But it was black. Kate slid a wistful 
glance toward the mauve silk Claire tossed across her bed. 
The mauve couldn’t be considered bright, but it seemed a 
hundred times more appealing than black. 

Claire paused, looking toward the door. “Who could that 
be?” She hastily settled her veil.over her face. 

“There’s one way to find out.” Kate smiled, glad of the in- 
terruption. She opened the stateroom door, and a white-clad 
steward bustled inside, smiling and bowing, obviously struck 
by Kate’s beauty. 

“This,” he announced, lifting an enormous basket of fruit 
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tied up in a length of satin ribbon, “is for Mrs. Claire 
Grant.” He glanced up from the card. 

Accepting the basket, Claire set it on a table and stepped 
back to admire it. “Lovely!” 

“And this . . .°—he examined a cream-colored card—‘is 
for Miss Kathleen Callahan.” The steward handed Kate a 
long flat box tied in wide pink ribbon. 

Kate accepted the box with a puzzled frown. “Where did 
this come from?” 

The steward shrugged. “A gentleman delivered them this 
morning. Said they were to be presented after we got under 
way. 34 

When he’d bowed and departed after a last lingering 
glance at Kate, Kate laid the box on her bed and rested both 
hands on her hips. “Mr. Clyber?” she mused. 

“Open it! Let’s see!” 

Kate untied the pink ribbon and lifted the lid, auarint a 
delighted gasp. Inside shimmered a spun-sugar gown, a frothy 
concoction of tulle and lace. And it was blue. As blue as 
Kate’s wide eyes, as blue as a clear sky, as blue as black can 
never be. 

She lifted the gown from the box and molded it against her 
body, spinning so Claire could see. “It’s beautiful!” Pale blue 
lace covered the bodice, ending in a point below the waist; 
then a shower of silk tulle dropped to the floor in layers of 
enchantment. “Oh, Claire, I love it!”’ 

Claire bent to retrieve a note fluttering from the folds of 
the gown. 

Still holding the gown to her body, Kate eagerly accepted 
the page and shook it open. “Oh, no. . .” The pleasure 
faded from her eyes. Quietly she dropped the blue tulle 
across the box lid and sank to the edge of the bed. Mutely 
she extended the note to Claire. 


Irish, 

Every voyage has its ball, and every ball needs a belle. 
It’s time to pack away your black and break a few hearts. 
A lively waltz is more stimulating than sea air. Show 
those Frenchmen how beautiful an Irish lass can be. 

Link Reynolds 


“How did he know?” Kate struck the mattress with a fist. 
Claire coughed. “You?” Blue eyes accused. 
Claire smiled sheepishly. “I ran into Mr. Reynolds in the 
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lobby one morning when I went downstairs for a newspaper. 
I may have mentioned we planned a trip to Paris.” 

“Claire, how could you!” Kate stared. “Did you also hap- 
pen to mention Neil? My marriage plans?” 

Shaking her head, Claire hung the blue gown prominently 

in the wardrobe. “No, I didn’t. After all, you may discover 
Neil isn’t what you expected and decide to cancel the 
wedding.” 
_ “For heaven’s sake! I am not going to change my mind! 
The one thing I wouldn’t have minded your telling him, and 
you didn’t say it!” Kate frowned at her hands twisting in her 
lap. “I wish you weren’t so stubborn about this! I am going to 
marry Neil.” She considered a moment. “Did you tell Link 
where we'll be living?” : 

Claire smiled. “He asked, but I couldn’t recall Neil’s 
address to save my soul.” 

“Well, thank God for that!” She refused to look at Claire: 
Claire had no right to tell Reynolds anything. Staring at the 
scatter of pink ribbon, Kate drew her brows together in irrita- 
tion. The gown wasn’t pink, only the ribbon; Link Reynolds 
forgot nothing. For several minutes she. thought about the 
gown, obstinately averting her face from the spill of bright 
blue among her dark gowns. “I can’t accept this,” she an- 
nounced finally. 

“What do you plan to do? Pitch it into the sea?” Claire 
smiled from the depths of her trunk. . 

“No,” Kate answered shortly. She couldn’t bear to destroy 
such loveliness; the fluff of blue tulle tantalized the corner of 
her eyes. “But I won’t wear it.” Firmly she closed the 
wardrobe door, then wiggled out of her traveling clothes and 
into her black dinner gown. 

The grand saloon was resplendent with glittering silver and 
a gleam of soft candlelight glowing from polished Spanish 
mahogany walls. Above the wainscoting, mirrors interspersed 
with strips of purple velvet reflected immense chandeliers and 
bare-shouldered ladies twinkling with jewels and leaning 
toward elegant men in formal tie and tails. 

A steward led Kate and Claire to their table near the front 
of the vast room, and an elderly gentleman rose as they were 
seated. He introduced himself as Monsieur Henri Sarcey and 
presented his aging wife, Madame Victorine Sarcey, and their 
granddaughter, Mademoiselle Germaine Sarcey. Everyone 
murmured polite acknowledgments, covertly studying the 
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people with whom they would share their meals throughout 
the voyage. | 

Within minutes, Kate suspected mealtimes would not rate 
as her favorite portion of the trip. Madame Sarcey dominated 
all attempts at conversation, engineering everything from the 
wine selection to how young Germaine handled her fork. The 
girl said nothing but “Oui, Grandmére,” in an expressionless 
voice, no mobility whatsoever enlivening her sallow features. 
Of the three, Kate decided only Monsieur Sarcey might be 
tolerable—if Madame would allow him a word. Henri Sarcey 
steadfastly ignored his wife’s monologue with a mixture of 
boredom and endurance. Observing him tug at white mutton- 
chop whiskers, Kate had an impression he waited eternally 
for a pause that never came. 

Before the first course arrived, Madame had detailed what 
Kate believed must be every single moment of their Ameri- 
can tour. Thrusting a. wrinkled, lightly powdered face near 
Kate, she asked, “So you both live in New York City?” She 
didn’t wait for a reply. “A dirty, unpleasant city. But I did 
buy these emeralds at Tiffany’s, and we enjoyed a marvelous 
bouillabaisse at Delmonico’s. So surprising. We stayed three 
days with the Vanders, do you know them?” Kate was 
reduced to a nod, no conversation being possible. Madame 
Sarcey bludgeoned forward. “And we shared a box at Jerome 
Park with the Webbs, delightful people. The clubhouse isn’t 
as impressive as Longchamps, if I do say so, although Henri 
swore he enjoyed it.” Kate couldn’t imagine how Henri man- 
aged to say anything. 

“What?” At the mention of his name, Monsieur Sarcey ad- 
justed a monocle and reluctantly moved an appreciative stare 
from Claire’s smooth rounded shoulders. “What did you say, 
my dear?” 

Only the waiter’s timely appearance spared the table a rep- 
etition of Madame Sarcey’s dialogue. A generous platter of 
paté de foie gras and toast points filled the center of the 
table, and Madame Sarcey clapped pudgy flashing hands, 
then filled a heaping plate. Mademoiselle Germaine folded 
her right glove and placed it neatly in her champagne glass, 
indicating she wished none. Madame nodded and stuffed a 
thickly laden bit of toast past wide lips. | 

Watching, Kate flicked a glance toward Claire, expecting 
to share her exasperation and amusement. Instead, Claire 
stared blankly at her platter. Always the dreaded moment ar- 
rived when Claire must lift the veil. As she reached for the 
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netting, Kate caught her free hand and gave it an encourag- 
ing squeeze. 

Immediately Madame Sarcey’s mouth fell open, exposing a 
brown coating of paté. Her wrinkled face contorted in revul- 
sion. Germaine’s bland expression did not alter. And in 
Henri’s face lay a startled sympathy, recalling Link Reynolds 
to Kate’s mind. Sharing Claire’s embarrassment, Kate hastily 
lifted her champagne glass, and her chin rose. “To a pleasant 
voyage,” she said firmly, forcing them to meet her eyes. 

Henri touched his goblet to Kate’s. “To a pleasant voyage,” 
he echoed. 

“Horrible! How did that happen?” Madame Sarcey slapped 
a hand across an ample satin-swathed bosom and shuddered. 
Breeding obviously did not accompany wealth. Aching inside, 
Kate stared angrily at her plate. 

Outwardly Claire appeared calm as she reached for toast 
and a spoonful of paté, but the scar jumped about her cheek 
in spasms of emotion. “An accident, Madame,” she respond- 
ed evenly. 

“What sort of accident?” Madame demanded, unwilling to 
drop the subject. 

A flush ‘began at the edge of the mauve ruffies and flowed 
upward. Claire stiffened on the edge of her chair and lifted 
her eyes in mute appeal to Monsieur Sarcey. 

Monsieur Sarcey cleared his throat with a deep wet sound, 
then bent to his wife’s ear. Madame Sarcey’s slack mouth 
tightened into a pout. “Well, I’m sure everyone asks her. She 
must be accustomed to it!” But mercifully she turned cher at- 
tack to the halibut au gratin, enthusiastically comparing the 
fish of Europe to the fish of America, to America’s detriment. 
However, her eyes continually strayed to Claire’s cheek, 
watching the purple ridge slide and twist. 

As if by agreement, Kate and Claire both. declined steamed 
plum pudding oozing rum sauce, and stood, gathering purses 
and gloves. Claire covered her face. 

_ “But you aren’t leaving?” Madame Sarcey cried, seeing a 
fresh audience about to depart. 

“It’s been a strenuous day. I think perhaps .: .” Kate ac- 
knowledged Claire’s barely perceptible nod. 

“But we'll have bonbons in the ladies’ boudoir while the 
men have their smoke, then there’s to be a lecture by Dr. 
Maurois. You’ve heard of him surely, he toured those quaint 
little islands with the stone heads—” 
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“Another time,” Claire murmured, injecting artificial regret 
into a chill tone. 

“Or cards if you prefer?” Madame Sarcey pressed hope- 
fully, her eyes probing Claire’s veil. “Germaine is quite 
skilled at cards, aren’t you, dear?” 

“Oui, Grandmeére,” Germaine answered in a flat voice. 

Kate couldn’t imagine Mademoiselle Germaine being 
skilled at anything. “Not tonight,” she responded firmly. She 
returned Henri Sarcey’s low bow and escaped, hurrying after 
a rush of mauve. 

“Impossible!” Claire stormed angrily when they’d returned’ 
to their stateroom. “Those people are simply impossible! That 
old lump of horror has the manners of a dockyard whore!” 

“Claire!” | 

“Why couldn’t we draw a nice ordinary couple with some 
semblance of manners? Did you see how that old hag stuffed 
food into her face? Disgusting!” Claire hurled her gloves 
toward the bed and tossed herself into a chair, heedless of 
crushing the mauve silk. 

Kate knelt beside her. “Don’t let those people upset you.” 
She’d never seen Claire so angry.*“What do you care what 
they think? We’ll never see them again after this voyage.” 

Claire stood and presented her back for Kate to unhook. 
“For two weeks we're going to see them three times a day! I 
know her, Kate, she won’t give up! She won’t be satisfied un- 
‘til she knows every last detail about us both!” Claire untied 
her petticoat and kicked her slippers toward the wardrobe 
doors. She faced Kate, her eyes flashing, the scar livid. “Well, 
she'll fail. My private life belongs only to me!” 

Kate wrung her hands, searching for words to calm and 
comfort, knowing there were none. — 

Suddenly Claire’s expression altered. She stared hard at 
Kate, and the beginnings of a smile softened the set of her 
mouth. “What did you say, Kate Callahan?” she demanded. 

“What? Well, I said . . . I said, don’t let the Sarceys upset 
you.” Hesitantly Kate responded to Claire’s surprising change 
of mood. “Claire, Madame is no one. Without her husband’s 
money, she’d be a peasant in some field. What do you care 
what she thinks? It’s unimportant.” 

Claire laughed. “There it is, that’s what I thought you 
said.” She tugged the laces of a whalebone corset and let it 
fall with a mighty sigh. ‘Words I never dreamed I’d hear 
from you.” 
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Kate colored, glad to see Claire’s good humor restored, but 
uneasy at the direction of the conversation. 

“You're a fine one to advise me not to care,” Claire teased. 

Kate’s color deepened, but she managed a smile. “Well, in 
this case, it’s true. When we're discussing me . . . it’s not.” 

“Oui, Grandmére,” Claire answered, rolling her green eyes 
toward heaven. , 

The next morning they discovered the reasons behind the 
White Star Line’s reputation for excellence. No detail was left 
unattended. If Kate and Claire chose to retire to the ladies’ 
boudoir for a moment out of the brisk sea breeze, every com- 
fort had been thoughtfully anticipated. Pillows and dainty 
footstools, mirrors and gilt, deep comfortable chairs and flat- 
tering lighting, magazines and books. Kate thumbed through 
the latest issue of Godey’s Lady’s Book and a volume of Dr. 
Robert Tomes’s Bazar Book of Decorum. 

“Madame Sarcey might benefit from a few moments in 
here,” she whispered, and was gratified by Claire’s ready 
smile. 

Deck loungers lined the promenade decks, and one 
couldn’t relax for more than a minute without a steward in 
crisp whites appearing to offer lemonade or coffee or sweet-. 
flavored ices. 

Between meals the grand saloon offered a sturdy snack 
table and hosted renowned lecturers and book-study groups. 
Someone could always be found for cards or checkers or 
backgammon or shuffleboard. 

In the afternoons the captain escorted the most beautiful 
ladies on tours of the wheelhouse and off-limits decks, origi- 
nating an unwitting contest among the women passengers. 
Wits wondered aloud who was running the ship while the 
captain conducted his parade of beauties. 

On the fourth night out, Madame Sarcey focused her mono- 
logue on the captain’s eye for pulchritude. After a scathing 
repudiation of his previous choices, she centered her attention 
on Kate. “If you remained for the dancing, I'm certain the 
captain would select you as a partner,” she ventured some- 
what sourly. “And I predict it’s only a matter of days before 
you’re invited to accompany him on the famous private 
tour.” Sharp eyes swung toward Germaine. “Sit up straight, 
girl, don’t droop. Drooping isn’t ladylike.” 

“Oui, Grandmere.” Germaine didn’t move. 

Madame Sarcey picked at a leg of mutton smothered in 
caper sauce. It was her second helping. “It’s the black, Miss 
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Callahan. Mourning does nothing for you. Well, actually ... 
with your hair and skin, the black isn’t unbecoming, but it 
puts people off.” She slid three spiced oysters beside the mut- 
ton and swallowed two with an audible gulp. “How much 
longer must you wear dark colors? And who died?” 

The questions came so bluntly that Kate started. _Immedi- 
ately Claire lifted her wine with a secret wink for Kate. “To 
a pleasant voyage,” she toasted, forcing Madame’s attention 
to her glass. As the wineglasses returned to the table, Claire 
focused on Henri Sarcey and quickly asked, “Tell us, Mon- 
sieur Sarcey, what would you recommend we see while in 
Paris?” 

Henri Sarcey stroked his whiskers and regarded Claire 
through the monocle. His watery eyes twinkled with amuse- 
ment. “I would suggest the theater, madame,” he replied 
softly, and Claire laughed. 

Tonight it was Kate’s turn to fume and Claire’s to soothe. 
“Imagine! Coming right out with it like that! Then she 
wanted to know if it was true ’'m to be married in Paris, hint- 
‘ing for an invitation! And the way she stares at you, Claire! 
Like the sight of you spoils her meal—as if anything could!” 

Claire tilted her auburn head and smiled at the ceiling. “I 
believe someone advised me to ignore the Sarceys.” She lifted 
an ivory-handled brush and pulled it through Kate’s hair, 
brushing vigorously until the long black strands shone like 
satin. : 

“And that stick of a girl, Germaine! I’ve never seen anyone 
so unhappy in my life.” 

“Look what she must put up with.” | 

“And Monsieur Sarcey can’t keep his eyes from your 
shoulders. It’s a scandal!” | 

Claire laughed. “I have ravishing shoulders, hadn’t you no- 
ticed?” 

Kate had noticed. Prior to the voyage, she’d allowed her 
awareness of Claire’s scar to overshadow the total picture. 
Now, however, seeing heads turn as they strolled the prome- 
nade decks, Kate experienced a shift of perception. Claire at- 
tracted a great deal of attention. Her molded green walking 
gown and erect carriage displayed to advantage a full, lush 
figure, and the veil added an unmistakable hint of mystery. 
When Claire and Kate appeared on deck, more than one man 
froze and his mouth dropped, inspecting first one woman, 
then the other. And Kate gained a deeper insight. into the 
tragedy behind Claire’s veil; the loss had been considerable. 
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Before the voyage ended, the captain chose first Claire, 
then Kate to join him on the celebrated tour. About which 
Madame Sarcey grilled them over dinner. “I can understand 
him selecting you,” she pouted toward Kate, “but her!” 
Seeing Claire’s expression contract, Madame Sarcey placed a 
jeweled hand on Claire’s wrist. “I mean no disrespect, 
Madame Grant, but after all, there is only one tour a day, 
and there are many delightfully pretty young girls he might 
have chosen.” She indicated the impassive Germaine with a 
pointed glance. | | 

. Henri Sarcey leveled a heavy glare toward his wife. “Victo- 
rine, that is quite enough!” 

Madame’s lips fell open, and she stared. “I only meant...” 

Henri Sarcey bowed toward Claire as elegantly as if he had 
been standing. “Every man on board envies the captain, 
Madame Grant, for the luxury of your private company. 
Were I in his enviable position, I too would prefer a mature 
blossom to a gawky stem.” 

“Thank you, monsieur,” Claire whispered. The remainder 
of the meal passed in blessed silence. | 

Later, safe in their cabin, Kate asked curiously, “Have you 
ever considered remarrying? Do you miss Mr. Grant?” 

Claire’s auburn brows shot upward. “Lord, no! What on 
earth prompts such a question? Miles Grant was a vile 
man-——he had the temper of a rattlesnake!” Unconsciously, 
her hand tracked her cheek. “As for remarrying .. .” Her 
laugh was bitter. “Who would have me? No, Kate, love and 
romance are for pretty young girls like you. What man would 
want to wake to a face like this?” 

Kate hesitated before replying. “I think you see the scar as 
a lot worse than it is. Plenty of men—” 

“And I think it’s time for bed.” Claire pretended a yawn 
and pulled up her bedcovers. “We need our beauty rest. To- 
morrow will be a big day.” 

Kate sighed and climbed into her bed. Claire was as elu- 
sive as ever about the past, leaving unanswered a hundred 
questions. Kate punched up her pillow and closed her eyes, 
but the strains of a lively lancers drifted from the grand 
saloon, followed by a gavotte, then a lilting waltz. 

Unbidden, Kate’s eyes strayed toward the wardrobe, imag- 
ining the floating blue tulle inside. Tonight was the grand 
ball; no one had spoken of anything else all day. But not 
even Madame in all her gauchery had suggested Kate break 
mourning and appear. And no one but Kate suspected how 
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her young heart yearned toward the gaiety and music and 
whirling couples. At one point she’d considered long and hard 
the possibility of donning the blue tulle and attending—for 
just one dance. Just one. She’d attempted every justification 
before finally relinquishing the idea with a disappointed sigh. 
If she acted on such an impulse, she’d be the taik of the ship 
tomorrow. . 

She covered her ears with the pillow, seeking to blot the 
distant strains of music. Besides, she told herself, she wanted 
to be fresh and rested for tomorrow. Immediately she wished 
she hadn’t thought of Neil. Now sleep would never come. 

By noon of the next day, nearly all the passengers lined the 
rails. The docks at Le Havre swarmed with people, waving 
and shouting greetings as the great ship jockeyed slowly into 
the docking slip. Steerage passengers dumped reeking straw 
mattresses into the harbor water and sailed hats toward the 
wharves. First- and second-class travelers shouted cries of ex- 
citement and pleasure as friends or family were spotted in the 
throng below. | 

Heart in her mouth, Kate scanned the crowds of shifting 
people, searching among men’s straw hats -and ladies’ bright 
parasols for a familiar head of sunlit hair. 

Claire cupped lace gloves and shouted, “Do you see him?” 

Kate shook her head, nervously touching her hat and tuck- 
ing up a stray wisp of black hair. She balanced first on one 
foot, then the other. What if he wasn’t here? Had her letter 
made it clear the Voyager docked in Le Havre? Or would he 
expect her to catch a paddleboat into Paris? “Please,” she 
whispered into the noise, “let him be here. I can’t bear any 
more waiting.” 

Her eyes bounced along the people on the dock, searching. 
Then she found him. And her heart sank. 
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Once KATE RECOGNIZED HIM, NeEiL Blanchard leaped from 
the dock crowd like an onion in a rose patch. Unlike the 
fashionably attired gentlemen openly observing him, Neil 


;wore a beret jammed above one ear and an outsized brown 


jacket over a coarse shirt negligently open at the neck. He 
eschewed tie or cravat, carried no walking stick, pretended no 
concession to style. He looked like a down-at-the-heels la- 
borer who belonged on the other side of the rope waiting for 
steerage to disembark. 

Embarrassed, Kate gripped the rail and stared, feeling her 
heart plummet. This was not the fastidiously elegant Neil 
Blanchard she had expected. Was he playing a joke? Fighting 
herself, Kate struggled to withhold rapid judgment. There 
were several possible explanations. Perhaps artists considered 
it necessary to flaunt individuality; perhaps they cultivated ec- 
centricity to attract attention to themselves and thus to their 
work. Summoning a flagging courage, Kate squared her 
shoulders and nudged Claire. 

Behind the camouflaging net, Claire’s green eyes narrowed 
to follow Kate’s pointing finger. She experienced difficulty 
bringing Neil’s features into focus as he faced the crush of 
people rather than the ship, but Claire could see enough. She 
slid a glance toward Kate, then concentrated on the burn- 
ished gold showing beneath Neil's beret instead of allowing 
herself to ponder his mode of dress. Leaning against the 
railing, Claire studied how he stood. It was a posture of as- 
sumed superiority, the stance of a man past. caring for ap- 
pearances. A man aloof in himself, untouched by anything 
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not directly relating to his own passions. He wore a look of 
self-absorption like a badge. Worry darkened Claire’s ex- 
pression. Frowning, she cupped her hands, bending near 
Kate’s ear and shouting above the cheers and blasting 
whistles. “It’s not too late. We can tour France and go 
home.” 

But it was too late. Sunlit highlights glinted through Kate’s 
hair as she shook her head and shaded her eyes. Callahans 
did not renege on commitments; she’d given her word. 
Besides, she’d made an announcement to Mr. Clyber, had 
taken a stubborn and definite position with Claire. How 
would it look if she suddenly changed her mind like a coltish 
adolescent? Biting her lip, she tucked trembling fingers among 
the folds of her black silk, hoping Claire didn’t notice. - 

Or recognize the quaver in her voice when firm ground fi- 
nally lay beneath her boots and Neil bowed above her. glove. 
Kate felt incapable of framing the simplest phrases; whatever 
she uttered sounded totally mundane. “Yes, we enjoyed a 
pleasant crossing, thank you.” And, “No, we encountered no 
inclement weather.” The eloquent dialogue she'd carefully re- 
hearsed fled her mind like smoke. Her fingers fluttered ner- 
vously from the handle of a black parasol to her purse, then 
to a sudden twitch beneath her right eye. 

For weeks she’d promised herself everything would be all 
right when she saw him; her reservations would melt away. 
She would step firmly from the plank and they would rush to 
each other, gaze deeply into loving eyes. Her decision would 
be vindicated. Joy would warm mutual hearts. She and Neil 
Blanchard would stroll arm and arm into a blissful future. 

But the cool man standing on the crowded dock was a 
stranger. The face she remembered had taken refuge beneath 
a thick growth of reddish-gold beard, obscuring subtle alter- 
ations of expression. And his eyes reminded her of glacial 
lakes, a colder blue than she recalled. Nothing about Neil 
Blanchard was familiar. Had he been this thin in New York? 
This removed? She could have sworn he was taller. 

“And you must be Mrs. Grant.” Neil lifted Claire’s glove 
and bowed slightly. 

Kate’s lashes shadowed her cheek. His voice, thank God, 
emerged as she’d known it would, medium-pitched, and al- 
though guarded, an anchor in the sea of unfamiliarity. — 

“T understand you'll be living with us.” 

“Yes, I’ve accepted Kate’s generous offer. At least for the 
present.” Lightly Claire touched her veil, aware his sharp 
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eyes probed the netting. Blanchard made no comment, but 
his expression suggested a hint of distaste. 

Irritated with her nervousness, Kate gripped the parasol 
and gave her shoulders a tiny shake. She’d been standing as 
mute and numb as a carving. “Forgive me, Neil, this is...” 

Thin lips smiled within the halo of gold—gold hair, gold 
beard. “We’ve met. Ladies?” He waved them toward a driver 
leaning against the iron wheel of a hired carriage. The man 
yawned and ambled toward their trunks. “We'll be married 
here in Le Havre. Then . . .” Consulting a battered pocket 
watch, he computed the allotted time, then snapped the lid. 
“Then we'll take the paddleboat to Paris. With luck, we'll ar- 
rive before midnight.” 

Kate halted, her skirt swaying about her hips, her eyes 
flaring in alarm. “Now?” she looked at him. “We're to be 
married now?” Despite weeks of planning, reality rushed for- 
ward with unexpected abruptness. Warm breath caught in her 
throat, and her heart lurched painfully. She needed time to 
adjust to this new Neil Blanchard. 

Examining him from beneath her lashes, Kate couldn't 
help extrapolating toward the moment when he might take 
her in his arms. The prospect was frankly unappealing. His 
‘shirt, which had appeared white from a distance, revealed it- 
self to be a dirty gray on close inspection; circles smelling 
strongly of turpentine spotted both pants legs. And surely 
that jacket belonged to someone else! Ashamed: of her 
thoughts, Kate dropped her eyes. : 

“Is something wrong?” A hood dropped over the cool pools 
of blue. 

“I...” Twisting her fingers, Kate glanced toward Claire, 
and, understanding, Claire immediately stepped beyond hear- 
ing range, pretending an interest in the departing crowds. 
“Neil . . .” Kate faltered, uncertain of what she intended to 
say. Her eyes pleaded. Why didn’t he do or say something to 
indicate emotion played some role? Even a little warmth 
would help so much! Then maybe her heart would rise from 
her knees and thaw. Then perhaps she could overlook the 
shabby, soiled clothing and heavy scarred boots, the feeling 
of sinking desperation. 

Drawing a slow breath, she began again. “I thought... 
that is, I’d hoped we might wait a day or so.” His eyes 
chilled, unreceptive. “We haven’t seen each other in a year. 
Shouldn’t we allow a period of adjustment? Time to become 
acquainted again before we... ?” 
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His thin features drew together, and his back stiffened. 
“Kate. I came to Le Havre believing we were to be married, 
If you had doubts, you shouldn’t have come.” 

“tt isn’t that,” Kate lied. She pressed her hands together, 
wished to heaven they wouldn’t shake. “I. . . we just haven't 
.. . we haven’t spoken about affection or personal regard!” 
There! The words tumbled forth in a rush. Blushing furi- 
ously, Kate stared at the tips of her boots. 

Neil waved a bare hand, openly impatient. “Hopefully, af- 
fection will come. As I explained in my letter, art is a con- 
suming profession. When you accepted me, I understood you 
had accepted my profession as well.” 

“I do, I just thought .. .” 

He glanced at his watch. “Then... are you willing to 
marry me or not?” He faced away from her, focusing on 
Claire, who examined the lacy edge of her cuff with exagger- 
ated attention. 

Unhappily Kate followed his gaze, seeing nothing. If she 
answered “no,” she had an idea he would whirl and stalk 
away, abandoning her on the dock. None of this was unfold- 
ing as she’d hoped or expected. Events tilted out of control. 
“Yes, of course, but—” 


“Fine.” A firm hand cupped her elbow and guided her. 


toward the carriage. “I hope you don’t plan on being the tire- 
some sort of wife who demands constant attention. Because I 
can’t give it,” he warned. “I believe I made my feelings clear 
on this topic. My art takes precedence above all else.” 

“No, no. I understand your commitment. I wouldn’t dream 
of...” He wasn’t saying any of the soft words he was sup- 
posed to say, and this bewildered Kate and left her a little 
frightened. What was she doing here? 

“Good! Art is the most important thing, the only truth!” A 
blaze chased the chill within his eyes. “Everything is dying, 
decaying. Without the efforts of genius, everything will 
crumble to dust without a trace for posterity. The world must 
be preserved!” He gestured toward the wharf town of Le 
Havre. “Someday I will return to immortalize this scene.” 

Cobwebs choked Kate’s mind; she had difficulty following 
his meaning. Slowly she surveyed the fishing and shipbuilding 
community. From where they stood she could see peeling 
boats and squat houses. The planks beneath her feet vibrated 
to loud raucous music blaring from a clutch of dockside bis- 
tros. Pungent air stung her nostrils, heavy with the rotting 
smell of fish and the oily smoke belching from a line of 
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steamers. Kate didn’t notice a single scene she would care to 
see hanging on her parlor wall. 

“And I will paint it truthfully! France is birthing a new 
era,” Neil continued expansively. “The art world is cracking 
wide with exciting new possibilities. Fame waits around every 
curving alleyway, beckons from each hilltop! The time of 
truth is coming!” 

Kate stared. The passion she had expected to inspire fired 
his eyes as he scanned the town. His flapping sleeves spread 
wide, encompassing splintered wharves, stinking fishing 
boats, the cursing men unwinding heavy netting from barrels 
of cargo. Only Claire’s light touch returned him to the 
present, gently reminding him they awaited his assistance. 

After handing them into the carriage, Neil vaulted into the 
facing seat and shouted directions to the driver. He leaned 
into the cushion and fixed Kate with a penetrating stare 
which once had sent electric tingles racing along her body. 
Blushing prettily, she snapped open her parasol and prepared 
herself for the shiver. Nothing happened. 

“You're very beautiful. They will all envy me,” Neil mur- 
mured softly. Kate smiled hesitantly, wondering at the pos- 
sessiveness in his tone. “Renoir, Manet, Pignalle ... they 
will beg to paint you.” 

The words were right, but somehow the tone was wrong. 
Kate had an idea his voice would have sounded the same if 
he were enthusing over a new chair or a particularly fine 
horse. But still... . he found her beautiful, and that had to 
mean something. ‘Her eyes dropped to the patch of smooth 
skin at his throat, then quickly lifted to meet his gaze. And 
this time her mouth dried. She couldn’t allow herself to dwell 
on his clothing, or wonder when last he’d trimmed the beard. 
She would concentrate on developing an affection; if affection 
existed, all else would fall into place. 

Claire coughed politely. “You're an impressionist, then?” 

Neil turned from Kate with an eagerness which embar- 
ressed her. “All painters are impressionists, madame. What 
can we bring to any work but our own impression?” For the 
first time since meeting Claire, his glance ignored the purple 
ridge faintly hinted beneath her veil. Enthusiasm lightened his 
expression and a force of emotional intensity leaped to en- 
velop both women. “You know painting?” 

_ Claire shrugged delicately and adjusted a green parasol to 
shade her face. “I can’t claim to ‘know’ painting, but Ive al- 
ways had an interest. When last I visited Paris, Monsieur 
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Manet was creating a sensation with his magnificent Olympia. 
I had the good fortune of viewing it at the Salon exhibition. 
A startling work. Much misunderstood at the time, I believe.” 

Neil scowled and waved irritably, dismissing Manet’s mas- 
terpiece. “Edouard hasn’t decided if he’s fish or fowl. He 
swings between the anachronism of tradition and the new 
wave, vacillating like a pendulum run amok. If you judge im- 
pressionism solely by Manet, you miss the point entirely! 
Olympia was simply a full frontal nude with no pretensions at 
representing mythology; Manet painted a modern-day whore. 
The shock value was more important than the work. As an 
example of impressionism, it won’t hold up.” 

“At the time, I seem to recall Monsieur Manet preferred to 
label the work as realism rather than impressionism. I confess 
I’m confused.” Claire managed a light tone, but Kate sensed 
her shock at hearing Manet so summarily denigrated. 

_. Blue fire leaped in Neil’s stare, and Kate watched with sur- 
prised fascination. The person she’d known in New York had 
been but half a man. Now, discussing art, an entire person 
flamed into being, intense and single-minded. 

“At the time of Olympia, madame, impressionism was in 
its infancy. No one questions Manet contributed to its birth, 
but now he bounces back and forth. Some work reflects a 
version of truth, most does not.” A glint of anger clouded the 
fire. “Manet is so damned hungry for prizes that he slavers at 
the door of the Salon rather than allow free rein to his talent. 
He compromises! And turns his back on the rest of us! He’s 
afraid to paint in the fresh air, doubts the artistic value of 
natural light. And he’s still using black!” Neil's lip curled. 

Timidly Kate entered the conversation. “Don’t impression- 
ists paint indoors?” She was out of her league and knew it. 
Black Jack’s private gallery existed in another lifetime, and 
she hadn’t paid enough attention when she had the oppor- 
tunity. Most of what Neil and Claire discussed made scant 
sense to her. 

Neil stared as if she’d inquired if dogs could bark. “Of 
course! My best work is done indoors. But as a group, we've 
discovered light and color and air! The brilliant qualities of 
painting in the open. Look!” He pointed toward the leafy 
branches overhanging the street, the rows of square 
weathered houses. “Observe the play of shadow and color. 
Could anyone capture this scene truthfully in the stark con- 
fines of a studio? Never! Outdoor scenes should be painted 
outdoors! The scene shifts from moment to moment.” He 
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leaned forward, elbows on knees, his flushed face intense. 
“The painter must preserve a split second, a fragment of time. 
He attempts to immortalize a dying world with impressions 
of sunlight and shadow, movement and color. He layers his 
vision onto canvas as rapidly as possible, freezing the instant, 
the painter’s concept, for all time.” | 

_ “May we infer impressionism has finally been accepted, 
then?” Claire glanced to the side as the horses reined before a 
large municipal building. 

Bitterness damped the blaze in Blanchard’s eyes. “No,” he 
spat. “There will always be men of vision, but we are few. 
The high and mighty Salon snubs us. Patrons scorn our work. 
When the Salon does condescend to exhibit Renoir or Manet 
or the others, whether true impressionists or borderline, they 
do so to ridicule us! The works are skied or floored. Our 
work is mocked as inconsequential daubs instead of recog- 
nized as genius. But our time is coming-—our moment is 
near!” 

Caught up in explanation and zeal, Neil didn’t appear to 
realize the carriage had halted. Kate’s uneasy gaze swung 
from the building to the stranger facing her. She drew a 
breath, deciding she was in no hurry herself. “Have you ex- 
hibited in the Salon, Neil?” 

Beneath the gold beard, his jaw worked convulsively. 
“They laugh at genius. Last month I submitted two works to 
be considered for this year’s exhibition. Both were rejected.” 
Anger twisted across his lips. “They're jealous! The old 
bastards envy my talent! The only way the judges can foist 
their own petty efforts on the public is if they deny the work 
of the new wave!” 

Claire’s eyes fastened to his hands as they knotted into 
fists, and she remained tactfully silent. For herself, Kate 
studied him openly, unaware she stared. Unhappily she 
twirled her parasol. How this passion and fire could have ex- 
‘sted without her knowledge left her bewildered and hesitant. 
She didn’t know him at all. The man of New York had been 
a different person. He must have wanted very badly to please 
his father to be able to tamp down what clearly was an ob- 
session. | 

“Sir?” the driver called over his shoulder. 

Neil blinked and jerked toward the municipal building. 
Then he haphazardly flipped the beret over one ear and 
jumped from the carriage, lifting thin arms. Kate waited for 
a special response when his long fingers circled her waist, but 
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she experienced only a pang of apprehension. Nothing inti- 
mate warmed his touch; he placed her on a gravel walkway 
without comment and extended a hand to Claire. 

Inside, the building smelled old and unused; a faint odor of 
fish and salt water hung in stagnant pockets above ancient 
tables and battered desks. Claire kissed Kate’s cheek and 
pressed her cold hands. Then she stepped back and waited in 
grim silence as Cornelius Theodore Blanchard married Kath- 
jeen Billington Callahan. 

The sterile civil service droned past Kate’s bowed head, fin- 
ished before it really began. Though she strove mightily to 
concentrate on the magistrate’s hurried words, her mind re- 
belled at reality, rejected the smelly little office, her black 
travel-worn gown, and having only Claire and a yawning 
driver in attendance. From the time she’d been twelve, Kate 
had planned her wedding. 

Numb, she signed where the official pointed, then stared at 
the quivering smear of ink she’d left on the page, not recog- 
nizing her signature. The magistrate nodded and briskly 
waved them from his office. It was over. Kate pushed the pa- 
pers into her purse with quick blind movements. 

In the carriage once more she perched stiffly on the edge 
of the seat and knew she couldn’t have spoken a coherent 
word if her life depended upon it. “For better or worse ... 
until death do you part . . .”. Stealing a look at Neil, she felt 
a sudden impulse to leap from the carriage and run. Instead 
she wet her lips and held her parasol as if it would anchor 
her to the seat. 

After speaking softly to Kate and receiving no response, 
Claire easily returned Neil to the previous conversation. Im- 
mediately he filled the awkward silence with angry gestures, 
inveighing against the stupidity of the viewing public and the 
Salon officials. Above the fringe of beard, his cheeks alter- 
nately flushed and paled as the stream of invective poured 

orth. 

Listening, Kate experienced an appalled jolt of astonish- 
ment. To hear him, one could believe he hadn’t noticed the 
interruption at the municipal building at all. He resumed 
where he’d broken off, not missing a stroke. She attempted to 
concentrate on the monologue but couldn’t bend her mind to 
the task. She’d heard enough to realize the official art world 
scorned her husband. 

Her husband. Good God! What sort of life could she ex- 
pect with this strange embittered man? No crystal ball was 
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needed to understand their life would revolve around art. His 
ambition gnawed like cancer. 

Kate squeezed her eyes shut and tried to control her 
breathing. There was nothing to do but accept his passion 
and learn to share it. She knew her duty. She would offer af- 
fection and the haven of a peaceful home away from the 
storms of work and rejection. She would strive to create a 
gay. licht atmosphere to ease his obvious burden. 

While she’d been arranging her attitudes, the carriage had 
arrived at the paddleboat dock. Kate caught herself up with a 
guilty start, seeing him smile at her with a hint of the charm 
she remembered. Frantically she berated herself for not pay- 
ing attention to the conversation. “What?” she stammered. 

“We'll need tickets,” Neil repeated. His smile had become 
strained. 

Kate cast a beseeching glance toward Claire. Neil watched 
her as if she should grasp some deeper meaning, but she did 
not. “I imagine so,” she answered lamely. A frown competed 
with the smile she attempted. 

Touching the triangle of skin at his open collar, Neil 
cleared his throat uncomfortably. He glanced at Claire, who 
waited with a fixed expression of calm interest. “What I mean 
is” —he turned back to Kate—‘“do you have any money?” 

“Money?” Flustered, Kate fumbled for her purse. “Yes, 
yes. I have money.” 

_ Despite the beard and cool eyes, he managed a boyish can- 
dor and charm. “I wonder if I might bother you for money to 
purchase the tickets.” He shrugged and forced a chuckle. 
“I’m temporarily out of funds.” 

Kate stared blankly. She’d never heard a man openly admit 
lacking money, although she supposed it was possible. “Out 
ore 

“Ah, yes.” Reaching into his pockets, he pulled them inside 
out, showing her they were empty. He laughed as if this was 
an amusing trick, a joke they all could share. Smiling, he 
winked at Claire. “Paying the magistrate took my last sou. 
Thank God I married an heiress. As you know, we painters 
are notoriously the financial victims of an ungrateful public.” 
For a moment his eyes glittered. “Except for those like 
Manet. That bastard had the good fortune to have a father 
who left him well provided for. He doesn’t have to worry 
about debt collectors!” 

Kate’s mouth dried to sand. She felt Claire stiffen on the 
seat beside her. “Neil . . .” She closed her eyes and ran her 
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tongue over her lips. “Neil, did you... did you write to Mr. 
Clyber as I urged?” 

He swiveled from Claire’s lowered eyes to Kate’s white 
face.. “No, I didn’t. I saw no point. You mentioned a change 
in citcumstance—I knew what you meant. Now you have 
millions.” His smile froze when they didn’t laugh, and his 
brow furrowed. “Kate, this isn’t an ideal time to discuss 
business, is it?” As he noted Kate’s growing distress, his eyes 
turned wary. 

“Oh, Neil . . .” she whispered. “Please tell me you did 
write Mr. Clyber . . . could you have forgotten?” No, he 
wouldn’t have forgotten. Not a man “temporarily out of 
funds.” 

For a long moment no one spoke; then ‘Neil bolted for- 
watd and forced her to meet an intense stare. “What's 
wrong?” he demanded. “Something is wrong here!” 

Kate gripped her parasol so tightly the handle bit into her 
damp palm. Calm, she warned herself, remain calm. This 
wasn't as calamitous as it first appeared; after all, Neil was 
backed -by the Blanchard fortune. He’d be disappointed, 
maybe irritated to discover he hadn’t wed an heiress, but it 
wasn’t the end of the world. And it wasn’t her fault—she had 
asked him to contact Clyber. “What’s left of my inheritance 
is in this purse,” she blurted. 

She saw he didn’t understand. : 

“Most unwise, Kate. ’'d think your attorney would have 
arranged a bank transfer. It’s irresponsible to carry such large 
sums.” 

Claire’s hand crept across the seat and covered Kate’s fin- 
gers with a gentle pressure. 

“Neil. ..1... There’s eight thousand dollars in here. 
That’s all. I inherited less than ten thousand.” The words 
strangled. “I asked you to write Mr. Clyber, I told you to 
write for an accounting!” 

Neil Blanchard’s body went rigid with shock; blank eyes 
stared without comprehension. Then his long fingers shot for- 
ward and snatched the purse from Kate’s lap. Quickly he 
counted the bills inside, then fell limply against the seat cush- 
ion. His face paled to gray and he glared at Kate with the 
stunned expression of a man betrayed, deceived. He lifted the 
purse and let it fall. “This is worthless,” he stated flatly. And 
then: “He had millions... Black Jack had millions!” 

“I... I’m sorry,” Kate babbled without understanding 
what exactly she apologized for. “But does it matter all that 


104 


much? Really? Surely with the Blanchard money . . .” Panic 
thinned her voice. Why was he reacting so rudely—as if she’d 
delivered a fatal blow? Her eyes scanned his clothing, and she 
fought a terrible suspicion. | 

“Yes.” he hissed through knotting jaws. “It matters!” Pasty 
lines cut trenches of bitterness into his beard. “I told you! I 
told you my father disinherited me. I have nothing! Nothing! 
This money will just pay my debts. What were you thinking 
of to come here?’’ He stared at her, accusing. 

Blood drained from Kate’s cheeks, and Claire started. 
“Neil, you didn’t tell me any of that!” Kate cried. “You 
didn’t say you were disinherited or . . . or without funds! 
You wrote that your father was unhappy, but I promise you, 
there wasn’t a hint that you’d been cut from his will!” 

“Cut from his will, cut from any financial support, cut 
from his black heart!’ Neil replied venomously. “I don’t exist 
for my illustrious father. Unless I agree to turn my back on 
my art—on truth—and go into the family business. Which I 
will never do!” The beret tumbled to the carriage floor as he 
dropped his head into his hands. “Eight thousand dollars! 
Christ!” 

In stunned silence Kate stared unseeing at the sunshine 
glowing through his golden hair. She tried to sift this new in- 
formation through the debris littering her mind. 

Neil Blanchard had married her for money. Only for 
money. > 

Something wrenched inside and died. Numb, she lifted her 
eyes, staring at nothing. If the situation hadn’t been so 
frightening, it might have been amusing. She too had married 
for money. For money and an escape from problems she 
hadn’t wanted to face. Any camouflage of emotion had been 
merely an attempt at justification; she understood that now. 
The irony trembled around her lips; this was the stuff of 
third-act denouements; it wasn’t supposed to happen in real 
life. 

Releasing Kate’s hand, Claire sighed heavily. “Well. It ap- 
pears we have a double misunderstanding. But what’s done is 
done. We'll serve no purpose by missing the paddleboat.” 
Bending, she retrieved the purse from the floor where Neil 
had dropped it. She called to the driver, “Have our trunks de- 
livered on board.” Silently all three watched as the driver 
wrestled their baggage from the carriage rack. When he re- 
turned from the boat, Claire counted a handful of coins into 
his palm. She jumped lightly from the carriage, ignoring a 


105 


chorus of catcalls and whistles when a glimpse of ankle 
flashed below her hem. “I’ll purchase the tickets.” 

Neither Kate nor Neil had moved or spoken when Claire 
returned, fanning the tickets in her glove. “Come along,” she 
ordered briskly. She shepherded them along, each wrapped in 
private misery. On board, Claire guided them to a small pri- 
vate compartment she’d engaged for the journey. “I thought 
perhaps you would prefer a private discussion.” 

Neil peered inside, then whirled on his heels. “No. I need 
time to think.” Without a word or a nod, he stalked toward 
the prow, moving rapidly past passengers clogging narrow 
aisles, leaving the women at the door. 

Claire watched until his beret disappeared amid a throng 
of top hats and parasols; then her expression hardened. 
Grimly she pushed the door wide and led Kate into a small 
bright room with a cot along one wall and two sagging chairs 
beneath an open round window. “Sit down.” 

Kate didn’t need to be told. Shaking, she sank to the cot 
and covered her face. “Dear God!” It was all she could man- 
age. 
Claire stood beside the porthole, tugging off her gloves and 
watching as the paddleboat chugged noisily from the dock. 
“Worse things could happen,” she said, but her voice didn’t 
carry any real conviction. Turning, she pushed up her veil 
and took one of the chairs. “Kate, pull yourself together. 
Maybe this isn’t as disastrous as it sounds. You heard what 
he said in the carriage—one day he’ll hang in the Louvre; he 
believes this utterly. He must be very talented to speak with 
such confidence. And surely that means he’s selling paintings. 
Eventually he'll be vindicated with his father. The money will 
come.” 

Kate pressed a square of black-bordered linen against 
damp eyes. “You recognized the names of the other painters 
he mentioned. But have you ever heard of Blanchard?” She 
wanted to be assured, but she kept imagining a life with no 
money. No money. She’d had a small taste of that world, and 
she rejected it. 

Now her meager funds would have to stretch to support 
three people—one of whom had stressed outstanding debts. 
Her ten-gown inheritance had shrunk to what? Three gowns? 
Two gowns? She didn’t dare ponder the future. 

“No, I haven’t. But, Kate, that means nothing. It’s been 
years since I visited Paris; the impressionist movement was 
just gathering momentum. I haven’t kept up. I know much 
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less about all this than it might appear. Haven’t you noticed? 
I know a little about everything and not a lot about any- 
thing.” She failed to coax a smile from Kate's quivering lips. 

“[’ve been so stupid!” Kate whispered. “I knew this wasn’t 
right the minute I saw him, and still I insisted on going 
ahead.” Tears slipped down her face. “I’ve been a fool!” 

“Well,” Claire admitted dryly, “Tll grant this marriage 
doesn’t seem to have been made in heaven.” She sighed, 
looking for something positive. “On the other hand, he’s... 
interesting. I suspect your life won’t be dull.” 

“My life?” Kate’s voice shrilled. “Oh, Claire, you aren't 
thinking of leaving, are you?” Wide frightened eyes darted 
across Claire’s face. 

Gently Claire touched Kate’s wet cheek. “There will be 
enough problems supporting two people.” 

Immediately Kate’s chin firmed and her eyes flashed fire. 
“We have the eight thousand. I don’t care what he said, that’s a 
lot of money!” Strange how values changed depending on 
perspective. “It’s my money. And as long as it lasts, you have 
a home with me!” Her hands flew outward. “And when it’s 
gone, we'll just... we'll decide then what to do!” 

“Kate. In the first place, the money is not yours. Not any- 
more. The minute you said ‘I do,’ everything you owned be- 
came Neil’s.” Claire’s quiet reminder shocked. Seeing Kate's 
panic, Claire moved to the cot and slid an arm around small 
heaving shoulders. “Don’t worry about it now. Let's wait and 
see what happens.” 

After what seemed hours, Kate sniffed and lifted red eyes. 
“T could get a divorce.” She couldn’t think past the terrible 
word. She shrank from the scandal, the ruination. And she 
had no idea how she might support-herself. She threw out the 
phrase more to test the notion than from any real desire for 
any such a thing. 

Claire shook her head, absently turning her hat in her lap. 
“Divorce doesn’t exist in France. It was banned years ago.” 

So that door was slammed. It was just as well. Kate 
doubted she could face up to the disgrace of a divorce. 

They passed the journey in silence, each lost in private 
thought. Both jumped at the one interruption, a tired man in 
a dirty apron delivering two lemonades. “A gentleman sent 
these,” the man stated, hesitating a fraction at “gentleman.” 
He didn’t release the tray. “He said you’d pay.” 

Kate watched listlessly as Claire snapped open the purse 
catch. “The man also said you’d pay for three absinthes and 
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four ales.” Claire’s lips set, she slapped a bill into the man’s 
outstretched hand. “He said you'd give me a little some- 
thing.” 

“He was wrong,” Claire snapped, taking the tray and slam- 
ming the compartment door, instantly regretting that she mis- 
directed her anger toward a stranger. She looked at the grimy 
glasses of watered lemonade and muttered, “Well, he thought 
to send. these. Maybe he’s made up his mind to be more 
gracious about what can’t be changed.” 

Kate watched for hints to support Claire’s statement when 
the paddleboat docked. And it did seem Neil’s mood had im- 
proved. Or perhaps the liquor had an effect; the strong scent 
of absinthe lingered on his breath. When he hired a carriage, 
Kate silently extended her purse and he accepted it with a 
nod, thankfully not humiliating her further by commenting. 
Instead he leaned into worn cushions and relaxed, inhaling 
the soft night air of Paris. : 

When he finally spoke, he didn’t refer to their private 
disaster; he embraced Paris with the ardor of a returning 
lover. “It’s beautiful,” he enthused, calling their attention to 
crowded wide boulevards, lovely. even in deep night shadow. 
Formally dressed men and satin-ruffied women strolled be- 
neath leafy chestnut trees or called greetings from leisurely 
carriages of every description. “Even at this hour, Paris doesn’t 
sleep.” 

Indeed not. Kate found it hard to believe so many people 
were out at midnight. Obediently she roused herself to follow 
his pointing finger, inspecting buildings fashioned from stone 
lace, embellished by wrought-iron balconies and exquisite 
grillwork. But her eyes returned to the boulevards. Beneath 
tall glowing gas lamps, elegant men and lovely women passed 
from light to shadow, laughing and chattering softly. 

“The opera is nearby,” Neil explained. : 

Kate didn’t hear. She examined the equisite gowns floating 
through the shadows with a delight which made her forget 
how tired she was. Her quick eye noted the lift in back 
and the plunging necklines; she guessed bustles would soon 
return to Paris. Claire’s advice had been sound. Without 
thinking, she murmured, “I need clothes—is Worth far from 
here?” Worth was her favorite foreign designer. 

Neil frowned. “Clothes? What’s wrong with what you 
have?” 

Swiveling, Kate looked at him in surprise. “This is mourn- 


108 


ing, Neil. I can’t wear it now that we’re married—it wouldn't 
look right. The mourning period is over.” | 

He conceded with obvious reluctance. “Very well.” The 
beard jutted. “You may have two -hundred francs for 
material.” 

Claire sighed. 

“For material . . . 7?” Kate’s eyes widened. She needed 
gowns, not material. And she doubted two hundred francs 
would cover the cost of new stockings, let alone buy enough 
material for even one fashionable gown. Uneasily Kate 
stroked the silky ruffles brushing her chin; she’d never sewn 
so much as a handkerchief in her entire life. Sewing was a 
talent of the lower classes. One it appeared she would be re- 
quired to develop, she thought resentfully. 

Sliding a measuring glance toward her new husband, Kate 
experienced a hot explosion of anger. How dare he deny her 
the use of her own money? Something was gravely wrong 
with a system which condoned robbery! And that’s what it 
was. 

As the carriage wound through a rabbit warren of streets, 
the surroundings grew darker, gaslights spaced farther apart 
and many. broken. The twisting alleyways and narrow lanes 
of Montemartre opened before them. Kate had an impression 
of stark buildings perched on hilly sidewalks, some plastered 
with political posters, others defaced by chalk scrawls. They 
rolled through patches of smoky light emanating from noisy 
bistros, rowdy with concertina music and shouts and once a 
violent brawl which erupted into the street. Wrought-iron 
gates, locked against the night, opened onto brick or stucco 
walls, and most of the buildings appeared sadly in need of 
paint and repair. At nearly every corner, painted women 
lolled beneath a gaslight, leering into the shadows and calling 
in whiskey-blurred ‘voices, “A good time, monsieur? One 
franc for a good time!” After the first, Kate fixed her gaze to 
the driver’s spine, refusing to look, feeling her cheeks burn. 

“We're here.” The carriage halted before a dark two-story 
building and Neil slid to the walk and kicked open an iron 
gate sagging from. one hinge. It squealed sharply, bringing a 
light to the upper-story window nearest the street. In a mo- 
ment, more lights shone behind closed shutters. Kate could 
see a small courtyard beyond the gate. 

“Take the trunks upstairs when you reach the second en- 
trance,” Neil ordered. : 

“I can’t do it alone, fella, you'll have to give a hand.” The 
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driver drawled the words. “Monsieur” had vanished when the 
hanging gate and peeling buildings came into view. 

Grunting disgust, Neil kicked the carriage rack. “Go 
ahead,” he snapped to Kate and Claire. “Second stairway. 
Upstairs.” He cursed loudly as the driver dropped the end of 
a trunk into his hands. 

Cautiously, holding their skirts close to their bodies, Kate 
and Claire picked their way across the dark courtyard. In 
slivers of light slicing through the shutters above, Kate saw 
weeds and debris filling the cracks between the courtyard 
stones. A gleam of yellow eyes in the far corner sent her 
heart leaping into her mouth until a low sound identified the 
animal as a goat. She held her breath until she was certain a 
cord about the animal’s neck held it securely to the trunk of 
a scragely oak tree whose thin branches were enough to blot 
the light froma distant gas pole. Clenching her teeth, Kate 
stepped forward, then halted abruptly as a discarded wine 
bottle spun from her toe and shattered against the wall. 

Immediately: the shutters overhead slammed open and a 
woman leaned out, ber face hidden in deep shadow. “Is that 
you, Blanchard? I’ve warned you about making noise after 
eleven o’clock!” A harsh rasp indicated an unpleasant disposi- 
tion. 

Exposed in the sudden spill of pale light, Neil dropped his 
end of the trunk and glared upward. “Shut your ugly face 
and go back to bed!” he shouted. “I don’t need you spying on 
me.” Both Kate and Claire froze, staring at a shaking fist 
above. 

“You pay your rent and there won't be any need to wait 
up for you!” The woman leaned farther, stringy hair falling 
below the still. “Two!” she screamed. A bony finger accused. 
“Two women! I won’t tolerate deviate behavior—this is a re- 
spectable place!” 

“You don’t know what respectable is, d’Ache! Go back to 
bed and leave us alone.” 

“ft won't have it!” she screamed. Lights came on in @ 
neighboring building and a man’s angry voice cursed and 
shouted for quiet. “I don’t care if you have every cent of the 
back rent, I want your whores gone by morning!” 

Neil’s face purpled. “Those aren’t whores, you stupid cow! 
That’s my wife and her companion! And you'll get your 
money in the morning!” | 

The woman leaned so far forward she was in peril of 
falling. “What are you trying to pull this time?” The voice 


110 





choked, furious. “Do you really expect me to believe you got 
yourself married?” 

“T don’t give a rat’s ass what you believe! It’s none of your 
business! Now, shut up and leave us alone!” Neil ignored the 
sputter of questions raining from above. He bent to the trunk 
and waved angrily at the driver. “Go on,” he shouted toward 
Kate. 

With a last hurried glance at the dark silhouette leaning 
from the window, Kate scurried up a rickety stairwell, fum- 
bling in the blackness for a latch. 

Breathless, she fell inside, Claire immediately behind. The 
room they entered was large, all interior walls having been 
removed to create one large enclosure. Dirt layered the floor, 
and canvas littered every available surface, most of it framed, 
some in odd-shaped scraps. Paintings in various stages of 
completion circled the room, propped against the lower walls 
or hanging from hooks driven into unpainted wood. At one 
end of the room someone had built a crude platform, bare 
except for a lumpy chaise longue leaking wads of stuffing 
from its faded upholstery. An easel stood positioned before 
the platform, a dropcloth hiding the canvas upon it. 

Kate fumbled for her’ handkerchief. The room smelled 
overwhelmingly of turpentine and paint, overlaid by the 
ripely. sweet odor of rotted food. Searching for the cause, she 
noticed several trays of decaying fruit amid an awesome clut- 
ter nearly obscuring a worktable pushed against one wall. 

As Neil shoved the first trunk through the doorway, Kate 
slowly turned toward a candleglow at the opposite end of the 
room. Her eyes flared wide and she heard Claire’s small 
hopeless sigh. 

Rising from a rumpled bed, a lithe blonde shook a head of 
short frizzed hair, then hastily covered her nakedness with a 
torn wrapper. She yanked the sash with jerky, angry move- 
ments, then fisted her hands on slim hips and glared at Neil 
with flashing dark eyes. “Who are those women ” she de- 
manded. | 

“I told you to go to Pig’s studio.” Neil advanced angrily, 
his tone matching hers. 

The girl stood her ground, hard sharp features drawing in 
fury “Oui,” she snapped, her voice nasty. “But you didn’t 
think to inform Pig, did you? He’s gone to Toulon to paint a 
goddamned castle! His servant, naturally enough, refused to 
let me in! You might have checked first, but no, the great 
painter can’t be bothered!” 
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“Merde!” Neil hurled his beret against the wall and ran a 
hand through his hair. “You have to leave,” he said finally. — 

“Leave?” the girl screamed. “Me? Leave? Why not them?” 
She pointed furiously at Kate and Claire, her finger shaking. 
Kate moved backward a step. “Where the hell do you think 
I’m going to find a bed at this time of night?” She paused, 
her eyes glittering. “You won't like the name that comes to 
mind.” 

Neil’s hands opened and closed at his sides. “If you go 
back to him, Gyp, so help me God I'll find you and...” 

“And what?” the girl laughed. Sure of herself now, she 
loosened the wrapped sash and thrust out pointed breasts. 
“Send those whores away.” Her eyes narrowed. “You don’t 
need them. I know what you want, chéri—only me. And, 
Neil, don’t try this again.” 

“Shut up!” Neil hissed. “Just shut up. I married her. That’s 
Kate.” 

The girl’s pouty mouth dropped and her stare swung to 
Kate, examining her in a flash of rage. “You . . . married 
her?” Then she whirled on Neil, fingernails flying for his eyes. 
“You bastard! You dirty son of a bitch! You swore that was 
off! You said it was me and only me! You'll pay for this if 
it’s the last thing—” 

Neil caught her wrists, forcing them down and twisting. | 

Kate watched in horror, both hands leaping to her mouth; 
he would break the girl’s wrists, she knew it! Instead, ‘the girl 
brought her knee up, narrowly missing his groin, but the mo- 
tion was enough to break his hold. She wrenched free and 
ran to the wall. Snatching up random paintings, she 
slammed them over her knee, the sound of ripping canvas 
and cracking frames rising above her screams. Puffs of dust 
kicked over her bare feet. 

Neil darted forward, his hand sinking in the blond frizz, 
and he jerked her from the wall by her hair, spinning her 
toward him and slapping her hard across the face. He held 
her head tilted back and stared into her eyes, his face inches 
from hers. An unmistakable sexual tension leaped between 
their heaving bodies. 

“Now, you listen,” Neil hissed. “Nothing is changed be- 
tween you and me. Only for tonight. That is all. If you go to 
Jean Marie, I promise you I'll find you and I will beat you 
until no painter in France will ever look at you again!” 

She stared at the erection straining his pants and spit in his 
face as he released her. “I’ll do what and go where I damn 
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well please!” Swooping, she threw her shoes out from under 
the bed and jammed bare feet inside. “You don’t own me!” 
At the door, she paused and tossed her head, sweeping Kate 
with poisonous eyes. “He probably told you he’s a painter,” 
she said loudly. “But all he’s fit to paint is the seat of an 
outhouse!” She slammed the door seconds before a wine 
bottle shattered against the wood. 

“You aren’t dressed, you slut!” Neil screamed, the veins 
standing out along his temples. “M/erde! Dammit!” He kicked 
at the ruined paintings, then leaned one hand against the 
wall, staring at the floor. 

Kate wiped damp palms against her skirt; she was trem- 
bling with shock. Beside her, Claire expelled a long faint 
sound. “Who was that?” Kate whispered. “Neil?” 

Neil shoved a hand through his hair and stared at the door. 
“Gyp,” he muttered. “Gypsaline Dejardins. My mistress.” He 
kicked the litter of broken frames, spinning them across the 
floor. “She wasn’t supposed to be here tonight.” He swore. 

“Your . . . mistress?” Kate’s blank eyes widened. He’d 
promised: the girl nothing would change. What had Kate got- 
ten into? 

The room began a long slow spin, blackness spiraling in- 
‘ward. Kate heard Claire gasp, then thunder filled her ears 
and she sank to the dirt in a faint. 
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Wouen Kate’s LASHES FLUTTERED OPEN, morning light 
streamed past the windows, their panes the only clean ifems 
in the room. Her eyes felt gritty and her muscles cramped. 
Blinking, she pushed up on an elbow and adjusted her body 
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around a broken spring in the chaise longue. A soiled blanket 
covered her legs. 

For an instant Kate couldn’t place her surroundings; then 
yesterday’s events rushed to memory, and she emitted a low 
groan, falling back and flinging an arm over her eyes. She 
didn’t want to face the day. Or Neil. Peeking beneath her 
sleeve, she hastily scanned the studio, relieved not to find 
him. The only person present was Claire, sitting quietly by 
the windows, her hands folded in her lap and her eyes fixed 
on the courtyard below. 

Reluctantly Kate sat up and swung her feet to the floor, 
pushing down her wrinkled skirt. “Did you sleep sitting up?” 
Although she knew it was unreasonable, she hoped to hear 
Claire had slept in. the chair rather than in Neil’s bed. 

“No, I used the bed.” Standing, Claire moved from the 
window. | 

Kate nodded dismally and stared at the floor. 

“How are you feeling?” 

Tilting. her head, Kate stared at the ceiling. A threat of 
tears pricked her eyelids. “Confused. Upset.” What had Black 
Jack always said? The only crime in making a mistake was to 
continue making it. Kate’s mistake was colossal. “Claire, is 
there anything . . . anything at all I can do to get out of 
this?” 

“Nothing,” Claire answered bluntly. She tactfully refrained 
from any hint of an “I told you so.” Earlier she’d ‘cleared a 
space on the worktable and now she took from it a can 
which she set atop a small stove in the corner. “We'll have 
coffee in a minute.” She peered into the can, wrinkling her 
nose distrustfully. “I can’t vouch for how good this might be 
or how long it’s been in this can.” 

“There must be something!” Kate watched from eyes that 
filled and shimmered as Claire moved about the stove. 

“T don’t think so.” Claire’s tone softened with pity. “Under 
French law, Neil could keep twenty mistresses if he chose, 
and there’s nothing you can do.” She traced the ridge of scar, 
transferring her gaze to the window. “Women aren’t allowed 
similar liberties. If you were to take a lover, for instance, 
Neil could kill you both with impunity. If you try to run 
away, he can have you found and jailed for desertion. The 
Paris jails are particularly loathsome.” 

Kate rubbed her temples. “How is that fair?” 

“Tt isn’t.” Claire shrugged. “It’s a man’s world.” 

Unshed tears sparkled like jewels in Kate’s dark lashes. 
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Mutely she accepted the cracked mug Claire curled into 
her fingers, then made a face and sputtered as scalding liquid 
slid down her throat. “It isn’t just Gyp,” she continued when 
she’d conquered the first wave of tears. “It’s. . . everything.” 

Quietly they stared about the murky room. . Claire was first 
to break a depressing silence. “I don’t know how anyone can 
live in this filth.” 

Kate had no answer. Neil’s history closely paralleled her 
own—valets and butlers and housemaids to clean and or- 
ganize and straighten. Like her, he’d grown up in an antisep- 
tic world where a hint of dust was reason for dismissal. Try 
as she might, Kate couldn’t reconcile their backgrounds to 
what she saw around her. Neil had slid to a depth she could 
not fathom. “Where is he?” The question emerged in an un- 
steady whisper. Surely he didn’t expect her to live here—this 
had to be his studio, not his home. Somewhere he owned a 
house, clean, staffed with servants. But even as she valiantly 
struggled to convince herself, in her heart she knew the truth. 

Claire wandered to the windows, her face diffused in soft 
light, her voice reluctant. “Neil carried you to the chaise, 
then . . . he was disturbed, Kate. He paced and. . . well, 
‘ranted’ is the term which comes to mind.” Claire leaned on 
the windowsill. “He ran out shouting he had to find Gyp.” 

Pride and pain bowed Kate’s head. On her wedding night 
her husband had deserted her for another woman. It didn’t 
matter that she didn’t want him; he should have remained 
with her. His place was here. Grinding her teeth, she struck a 
small fist against the chaise. “I don’t understand any of this! 
You saw them together—you could feel the hate!” 

Turning from the window, Claire answered softly, “He 
loves her, Kate.” 

“How can he?” Kate snapped. Her chin rose as pride drove 
needles into her heart. “How can you imagine he loves that 

. that Gyp person, when we both saw him hit her? And if 
he loves her, then why would he marry me?” 

“Sometimes two people can love and hate at the same 
time.” Claire waved away Kate’s protest. “It’s true—a nasty 
trick of nature. The entire relationship evolves into a contest 
of hurting. Each evidence of pain is a measure of love. The 
more one hurts, the greater the proof of love; the more one 
can inflict pain, the greater power. And each hurtful act leads 
‘to another. Each wound, each proof of love, must continually 
be exceeded. Until finally everything burns away but the 
hatred. Hatred can be as powerful a bond as love.” 
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Distraught, Kate violently shook her black curls. “No! 
Claire, that can’t be true! People wouldn’t stay together under 
those conditions, not if they didn’t have to.” 

Claire’s eyes pained. “But they do. Because they can’t es- 
cape; they’re victims of emotions run wild. Both might long 
desperately to be free, but the sickness binds them as tightly 
as a scab to a wound.” 

Wetting her lips, Kate steadied her coffee mug against her 
thigh. “Are you saying Neil married me to burt Gyp?” 

“Possibly. That and other reasons.” 

Kate lowered her head and covered her eyes. Her admis- 
sion came hard, costing dearly. “He married me for money. 
He thought I had money, and 1... I thought he did. We 
both looked to the other to solve our problems. The truth is, 
neither of us cares anything for the other. This is a terrible 
mistake.” 

Claire hesitated. “I’m not certain Neil’s motivations are so 
clear-cut. Unfortunately, emotions are seldom straightfor- 
ward. His reasons for this marriage are likely numerous. To 
hurt Gyp, and yes, for the money. But maybe he does care 
for you, Kate, deep down.” Returning to the platform, she 
touched Kate’s bowed head. “He doesn’t feel toward you as 
he does toward Gyp, thankfully, but I’m sure he feels some- 
thing. Remember those wonderful weeks in New York you 
told me about? Well, I’m sure Neil remembers too. Maybe 
. -. maybe he hopes having you here will break Gyp’s hold.” 

Kate rubbed an aching head, failing to sort out the incom- 
prehensible. Right now, she didn’t know what she felt or be- 
lieved. “Claire,” she began after a pause, “if you want to go 
home, Ill understand. I can’t ask you to stay here. I thought. 
we'd have a house and furniture and .. . and all the rest.” | 

Swallowing the last of her coffee, Claire added the mug to 
a pile of crusted crockery. “I’m not going anywhere.” She 
met Kate’s silent question and shrugged. “Neither of us can 
run away—no money.” She smiled. “Besides, I want to see 
how everything works out. I’ve never been able to close a 
book until I read the last page.” She touched Kate’s cheek. 
“We'll make the best of it until Neil comes to his senses. 
Then we’ll see how you feel.” 

Now Kate’s tears spilled, and she caught Claire’s hand. She 
had a feeling she’d always regret this marriage, nothing would 
make it better. But a kernel of hope flickered in her breast. 
With Claire sharing the burden, she wouldn't feel so helpless. 
“Make the best of it,” she repeated. There was no other 
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choice. For an instant her spirit darkened in a kinship of 
despair with all the women everywhere who discover them- 
selves trapped in joyless marriages. She shook the feeling with 
difficulty. 

“First,” Claire announced briskly, “we have to make this 
pigsty livable. There’s a well in the courtyard, and no scarcity. 
of rags.” Her mouth twisted, sending the scar into a purple 
dance as she grimly surveyed piles of turpentine-soaked 
scraps littered among discarded trash and papers. “Some- 
where in this rubble a broom is hiding, surely, But first, we'll 
need to change clothes.” 

“Into what?” Kate blotted her eyes and looked to Claire 
for instruction. Left to her own initiative, she suspected she 
would have cleared one small space and simply sat waiting 
for Neil and giving way to the dirge of grief thudding behind 
her temples. She hadn’t the faintest idea how to clean anything. 
On the other hand, the prospect of physical labor exerted 
genuine appeal. Anything would be better than sitting and 
thinking. 

“Choose something old. Believe me, by the time, we finish, 
whatever we’re wearing will be fit for the rag pile.” Claire 
threw back a trunk lid and rummaged through folds of cloth- 
ing, extracting an old skirt beginning to fray at the hem and 
a faded yellow blouse. Her fingers worked the buttons of her 
traveling ensemble, 

By the time Claire rolled up her sleeves, Kate had nearly 
finished hooking a black skirt over a gray striped silk blouse. 
A matching jacket and chic gray trimmed hat remained in- 
side her trunk. “I doubt the designer suspected what use this 
would be put to,” Kate muttered. She didn’t own any old 
clothing. “You're not wearing your petticoat frame!” 

Claire smiled. “We aren’t going to a ball. The frame would 
only get in the way. And I think we can do without trains— 
we'll be going up and down those stairs all day.” 

Kate stared as Claire bent to rip the extra length from both 
their skirts. Now she owned something expendable. Reluc- 
tantly Kate untied her frame and collapsed it into the trunk, 
watching the lines of her skirt droop from stylish to common. 
She felt very uncomfortable, 

When Claire picked up two empty pails and gestured for 
Kate to: gather cans, Kate couldn’t believe they would actu- 
ally step foot outside the door looking like this. But Claire 
donned her veil with a determined expression. She kicked 
open the door and propped it with a brick. “This place defi- 
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nitely needs airing out.” Claire disappeared down the stair- 
well. 

Seen by daylight, the courtyard was every bit as disrepu- 
table as it had appeared last night. In some spots weeds com- 
pletely overgrew the paving stones, hiding broken glass and 
garbage beneath wilting foliage. Tied to the oak, a goat 
rumbled and eyed them threateningly; he lowered his horns, 
but experience had taught the limits of a short leash, and he 
didn’t charge. Kate turned a wary eye from the animal to ex- 
amine a rusty pump near a wooden bench bleached gray by 
the sun and missing several slats. Above it someone had 
scrawled “Screw the Republic.” On the sidewalk, a man and 
a half-naked child paused at the gate, glancing inside the 
courtyard as a high shriek rose from Claire’s efforts with the 
pump handle. Kate was certain the man must be thinking how 
shabby they looked. 

“There’s a trick to it,” a voice said from behind them. 
Kate’s gaze swung from the gate, and Claire straightened, 
wiping a hand across her forehead. 

An incredibly ugly young woman stomped across the 
courtyard and shouldered Claire aside. “Here. This is how it 
works.” She drew the handle upward slowly, then let it drop. 
After repeating this ritual twice, she suddenly bent in rapid 
smooth movements, the rusty pump squealing and protesting. 
A gush of water sputtered into Claire’s pail. 

“Thank you.” Claire sighed. 

The woman stepped backward, wiping rust stains across a 
soiled apron. She fixed a curious squint on Kate..“Are you 
really Blanchard’s wife?” she demanded. 

Kate realized she stared, but couldn’t help herself. The 
woman was uglier than Kate had imagined a person could be. 
No one feature in itself was offensive, but no feature matched 
another. It was. as if a celestial hand had fashioned the 
woman from a grab bag of leftover pieces. One small eye 
was blue, the other brown, and the blue eye sat higher on the 
face than the brown. As did wide flaring nostrils carving 
holes in a jutting nose. One ear lay flat beneath a thin cover- 
ing of muddy-colored hair, the other poked from her head 
like a grayish-pink handle. The woman’s upper lip was thin; 
the lower lip protruded in fleshy fullness. As for a figure, she 
had none. Her thin body rose like a stick, straight up and 
down, with no indentation where a waist might have been, no 
outward curve marking hips or breast. The feet projecting 
from a dark hem were enormous. 
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And she stared openmouthed as if Kate could not possibly 
be real. With the reverence of ugliness for true beauty, she 
gaped at Kate, half-expecting this vision to ascend to the 
heavens, where such breath-taking loveliness belonged. 

“Oui,” Kate answered. “I’m Madame Blanchard.” The 
hame stuck to the roof of her mouth. “And this is Madame 
Grant, my companion.” 

Claire released a breath, then swept off her veil and folded 
it into a pocket. Faced with this woman’s appearance, her 
own disfigurement seemed unworthy of comment. 

Transfixed by Kate’s beauty, the woman searched awk- 
wardly for words. “I’m Violette d’Ache,” she finally said. 
“IT own this building. I’m sorry I sounded rude last night.” 
She shrugged apologetically. “But you know how painters are, 
always drinking and bringing women .. .” Watching Kate’s 
blank expression sharpen to pain, she hastily amended, “You 
know, models for paintings and the like. But sometimes it 
gets out of hand. And, after all, it was late...’ She clasped 
large red hands before her apron, anxious not to offend. 

“I understand,” Kate replied faintly. She wished she didn’t. 

Claire lifted a pail. “I wonder, Mlle. d’Ache -« .” She 
didn’t hesitate over the form of address; it was unthinkable to 
imagine this woman married. “I wonder if you have extra 
soap?” 

“Soap?” Violette d’Ache looked fully at Claire for the first 
time, noticing the scar and dismissing it. “Oh, soap.” Under- 
Standing, she swung back to Kate, appalled to think Kate’s 
smooth white hands would descend to such everyday tasks as 
cleaning. 

Reading Mlle. d’Ache’s glance, Kate lifted her chin and 
stepped to the pump, demonstrating her ability to do what- 
ever was needed. A satisfying trickle of water dribbled into 
her can. Whatever these women could do, so could she. If Vi- 
olette d’Ache thought Kate incapable of work, she was 
wrong. A line of determination stiffened Kate’s spine. 

Claire smiled and paused by the stairwell. “We'll need an- 
other bed, Mile. d’Ache, if you have one.” 

“Oui. There’s an extra in the attic. I'll have it delivered 
when Yves wakes.” She shrugged. “He’s drunk most of the 
time, but he’s willing to help out when I need him.” She 
touched Kate’s arm shyly. as Kate staggered past, clutching 
the cans and leaving damp circles against her gray striped silk. 
“Uh, M. Blanchard, he promised to pay a little something . , . 
is he home?” The brown eye slid below the blue. Kate won- 
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dered if she knew about Gyp. Yes, of course she knew about 
Gyp. 

Her eyes pained. “Business . . .” she mumbled. Summon- 
ing a forced smile, she hurried after Claire, feeling Mile. 
d’Ache’s stare. ) 

The soap Mademoiselle delivered was strong, smelled of 
lye, and instantly stung the hands a bright red. But Kate 
relished the punishing sting; it kept her mind from troubled 
areas. Blinking against the heavy fumes, she plunged her 
hands into a bucket of soapy water and scrubbed vigorously 
through a pile of rags, rubbing at turpentine and paint 
smears. As the water darkened and turned sour, Claire flung 
it from the window, then descended to the courtyard for 
fresh. On each trip she removed ancient accumulations of 
rotted still lifes, moldy heels of bread, and dry scummed-over 
stews in blackened pots. “The goat is having a feast,” Claire 
muttered. She pinched her nose and swept something black 
and wrinkled into a can. 

With clean rags, Kate cleared a wobbly table and scrubbed 
until her wrists ached, chipping at blobs of paint and dried 
food; then she tackled the platform, first sweeping, then mop- 
ping the planks on her hands and knees. She didn’t pause un- 
til Claire tapped her shoulder, extending a clean cup of 
strong fresh coffee and a slab of hot bread spread with 
melted cheese. “From Mile. d’Ache,” Claire explained with a 
smile. “The lady takes an interest in our welfare.” 

“No one else seems to,” Kate responded shortly. She had 
expected Neil before now; he should be here. Wiping an arm 
across her forehead, she left a smear of dust and grime. A 
rueful smile played at her lips as she leaned near Claire’s ear. 
“Do you suppose Mlle. d’Ache will provide us supper as 
well?” 

Claire laughed. “I wouldn’t be surprised. I think she be- 
lieves we’re some sort of royalty magically deposited within 
her little domain.” Sinking to a stool, Claire nibbled the 
bread and cheese with small sounds of pleasure. After a mo- 
ment she glanced up curiously. “Have you examined any of 
Neil’s paintings?” 

“No, not yet.” Kate’s fingers tightened on the bread in a 
twinge of embarrassment. Why did she feel such a reluctance 
to examine what so completely consumed her new husband? 
“I... [haven't thought of anything but cleaning this place.” 

“I have,” Claire replied evenly. “While you were asleep, I 
looked at several. I think you should, too.” 
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Surprised by Claire’s tone, Kate approached the wall and 
turned several canvases to face the room. She stepped back, 
lifting the hot bread and swallowing a mouthful of coffee. 
For a long moment she studied the paintings without speak- 
ing. Those she’d turned appeared to be landscapes, wild with 
riotous color, thick and heavy with paint. Not until she’d 
backed several more steps did Kate begin to understand what 
the paintings depicted. Even so, nothing was distinct. Trees 
blurred and fuzzed, land flowed into sky without visible 
break. No specific item could be instantly recognized. 

She saw nothing she liked or understood. Carefully, strug- 
gling to maintain a faltering objectivity, Kate spun more 
frames toward the room. This time hot coffee splashed her 
knuckles, and she stared. The paintings were hideous. 

Malignant greenish specters shrieked silent encouragement 
above scenes of torment; men and naked women writhed 
across the lower canvas in tortured attitudes of pain and 
despair. Kate shrank and squeezed her eyes. Claire offered no 
comment. | 

Driven now, Kate flipped more and more canvases, expos- 
ing blurred landscapes and greenish-black nightmares, and fi- 
nally a series of nudes. Most of the nude studies bore Gyp’s 
face. In some her hair was frizzed as they’d seen it last night, 
in other paintings long blond waves flowed below her shoul- 
ders or curled from charming arrangements atop her head. In 
each painting, Gyp stared toward the viewer, a sultry chal- 
lenge glowing in her dark eyes and again in the thrust of her 
slim body. 

No attempt had been made to soften Gyp’s sharp features. 
The artist had painted her in progressively less flattering 
poses and colors. In several, Gyp’s face and body were 
brushed in yellowish grays, showing a woman of great age, 
sagging and raddled but still recognizable as Gyp. 

Kate slowly turned another canvas and drew a quick rush 
of breath. Here Gyp’s image smiled rapturously, the art tech- 
nique sharper and more polished than the others. But the 
theme! A hand flew to Kate’s mouth. Instead of a drape cov- 
ering her lower stomach, in this painting Gyp was portrayed 
as a full-frontal nude. She stroked a phallic yellow fruit be- 
tween her outspread legs, and the flush across her skin sug- 
gested an obscenity. which sickened, jolted like lightning 
through tender sensibilities. Gagging, Kate spun the canvas to 
the wall and bent away. } 

“Look at the one on the easel,” Claire suggested quietly. 
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Kate did not want to see any more. The paintings revolted, 
shot dark bile into the mouth and brain. But her shaking fin- 
gers lifted the cover of the easel painting, and she staggered 
backward, pressing both hands against her lips. 

Gyp sprawled upon the chaise longue, a maroon velvet 
throw beneath her naked body. A man whose face remained 
in shadow leaned above her frizzed head, drawing a garrote 
around the girl’s silky neck. Both Gyp’s arms were thrown 
backward as if to embrace the man who tightened the noose 
about her neck; her body lifted in sexual invitation. And her 
face. Her face was transported, lost in unearthly ecstasy. In 
the dark background, another woman’s outflung arms 
strained at chains in the wall; something raw and bloody 
dripped at her feet—the profile was unmistakably Kate’s. 

Kate flung the cover into place, and her knees buckled, 
sending her crashing to the floor. Heart racing, she pressed a 
hand to her churning stomach and turned horror-filled eyes to 
Claire. “There’s something terribly wrong in his mind,” she 
whispered hoarsely. 

Shaking her head, Kate violently rejected what she’d seen. 
The images whirled through a shocked brain; she swallowed a 
sour flood of nausea. | 

“Some of it is good,” Claire responded quietly. She walked 
around the walls, studying exposed paintings. “Here you can 
see the influence of Ingres, and over there, Titian.” She indi- 
cated two paintings, the only two of their kind. “Then some- 
thing happens and the canvases turn wild and tortured.” 
Stepping back from a landscape brilliant with light and color, 
she sipped her coffee. “The landscapes aren "t bad if you allow 
for an individual technique of expression.” 

Kate responded dully. “T couldn’t tell you what that’s sup- 
posed to be. It’s just a collection of colored smears.” The 
painting on the easel glowed at the edge of her lashes like 
something evil and threatening. Had she dared, Kate would 
have hurled it into the stove—along with most of the others. 

“Look again. If you study this one, you'll see the paint 
reaches out. It fairly blazes from the canvas.” Claire sighed. 
“But regardless of his talent, one can easily understand why the 
Salon rejects him.” She touched the ghoul series with the tip 
of her shoe. “His choice of subject matter is unsettling, to say 
the least.” In an effort to be kind, she added, “Though the 
technique and brushwork are outstanding. Maybe he’s ahead 
of his time.” Her attempt at generosity failed. 

Steadying her coffee mug against her knee, Kate bit her 
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/ lip. Hard. “They’re hideous. Horrible.” But even as she 
spoke, her eyes touched canvases here and there which were 
light and lovely. Try as she might, Kate could not make sense 
of the display. “Four or five different people could have 
painted these.” Was that the answer? She nodded toward 
stacks of frames they hadn’t examined: “Maybe more.”. 
“Different styles and subject matter don’t necessarily sug- 
gest different artists. The growth and experimentation of one 
man can cover a wide area.” Claire leaned toward a polished 
orgy scene depicting toga-clad men and women cavorting 
beneath “disapproving Roman statues. “This is a copy of an 
Ingres, I think. Most of the work in the past resembled this 
piece. Each detail sharply focused, the figures lifelike, every- 
thing washed in dark tones. The work illustrates a moral 
lesson. But look here .. .” She turned a portrait of a young 
| woman coyly studying a man’s reflection in a dressing-table 
mirror. “Here the strokes are freer and less distinct, the 
message whimsical. The viewer isn’t bludgeoned with a heavy 
moral but is left to interpret at will. In this instance, I believe 
the new wave offers an improvement.” Drifting toward the 
landscapes, Claire paused. “However, I confess I’m not as 
certain here. Perhaps this is a bit too much of a good thing. 
: Brimming with color and light, but almost a frantic free 
| form.” 
| Kate’s head ached. Her eyes skipped ahead as Claire 
moved slowly along the wall. “There’s nothing free or brim- 
ming in those ghouls or in that monstrosity on the easel.” 
Drops of coffee spilled over her fingers. Even the lighter 
works were twisted somehow; closer inspection revealed an 
unpleasant oily aspect. She felt surrounded by ugliness, © 
“No,” Claire agreed thoughtfully. “I’d guess Neil hasn’t yet 
found his direction, either professionally or personally. But 
one thing is clearly evident: the man suffers. He suffers 
dreadfully.” | 
Kate ended the conversation by picking up her mop. But 
as she worked, Claire’s observations raced through her 
thoughts. Only one conclusion was possible. Kate didn’t know 
Neil Blanchard—not at all. The man in New York had worn 
a mask; in Paris he gave vent to.an inner rage, releasing fury 
and sickness in dark paint, in slashing brush strokes. And 
what she had seen frightened her. 
By late afternoon her steps had slowed and her shoulders 
drooped beneath a fatigue she welcomed, as it wiped her 
mind of troubling thoughts. The studio smelled of lye and 
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soapsuds, a clean odor so superior to the prior stench as not 
to be comparable. . 

Kate and Claire had scrubbed floors and washed down 
walls and removed armioads of garbage and straightened the 
worktables. In the corner of the room designated as living 
quarters, they’d shoveled out the stove and cleaned it as best 
they could, changed the sheets on the bed after burning the 
old ones, and they’d made up the extra bed Mlle. d’Ache’s 
man had delivered. A large pile of dirt-stifi men’s clothing 
waited for tomorrow’s laundry. Two women’s wrappers Kate 
had burned in the stove, her mouth set and her eyes hard. 

“Tl fetch another pail of water,’ Claire said wearily, 
stretching. She wiped a grimy hand across her cheek. “This 
one is for us.” 

Kate nodded and dropped onto a stool near the open win- 
dows. ‘Releasing a tired sigh, she fanned her face with 
chapped red hands. If she’d ever been this exhausted, she 
couldn’t recall it. But: at the same instant, she felt a lift of 
pride. Claire had instructed her how to perform tasks nothing 
in life had prepared Kate to do. Menial labor was a totally 
new experience. 

Far from resenting the chores, Kate experienced a surge of 
satisfaction in discovering resources of energy and resolve 
within herself. And the ache in her muscles helped ease the 
ache in her mind. Nothing would transform the studio into a 
tolerable semblance of acceptability—not the unpainted walls, 
the warped floor, or the clutter and tumble of artist’s equip- 
ment—but everything was clean. And that was something. 
Wistfully Kate reflected on the state of her hands, turning 
them before her face. She didn’t remember ever seeing a callus 
there, but she did remember that she hadn’t appreciated the 
maids in the Fifth Avenue house nearly enough. 

From Fifth Avenue to one dark room featuring exposed 
rafters and sparse furnishings fit only for the junk wagons. 
The comparison jarred. Kate lowered her head, only gradu- 
ally becoming cognizant of the commotion below the win- 
dows. 

“Keep away from me!” 

“Now, that ain’t no way to talk..And it ain’t like we won’t 
pay.” 

Kate frowned and lifted her head, listening. 

“You're making a mistake.” Claire’s voice drifted upward, 
strained, a hint of fear raveling the edges. “Just go out the 
same way you came in.” 
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A man Jaughed as another answered. “That we will, that 
we will. Just as soon’s we finish.” 

Kate sprang to her feet and leaned from the window. Two 
men wearing faded workclothes backed Claire against the 
wall, advancing cautiously but steadily. The one grinning past 
rotted teeth toyed with the drawstring of dirty pants. 

Kate whirled from the window, searching frantically for a 
weapon. There was nothing. In a flash her exhaustion van- 
ished and she grabbed the broom and rushed down the stairs, 
dashing into the courtyard, gripping the broom handle with 
both hands and swinging it upward. 

Both men focused intently on Claire, neither seeing Kate 
until she ran behind them and swung with all her strength. 
The broom edge cracked across the head of the man nearest 
her, the sound nearly as loud as her thudding heartbeat. 

“What the hell!” the man shouted, and covered a welt he- 
ginning to swell near his eye. Instead of retreating, he reeled 
toward Kate as she swung the broom up for another blow. A 
wet grin opened in the midst of rope-colored stubble, “Hey, 
Jacques, look what we got here—anothér one.” He advanced 
slowly, his pig eyes stripping away Kate’s work-stained 
blouse, “Come here, pretty, come to old Claude.” 

Heart crashing, Kate brandished the broom, stepping back- 
ward. From the corner of her eye she saw Claire hurl a 
bucket of water over the second man, heard him curse as he 
caught Claire’s wrist when she attempted to dash past. He 
twisted her arm hard behind her back, and Clairé screamed 
as the man’s hand shot over her shoulder, mauling painfully 
at her breasts. 

“Go ahead.” The first man grinned, his fingers coaxing. 
“Go ahead and swing that little stick.” 

Kate did. She brought the broom down as hard as she 
could, breath whistling past clenched teeth. The broom 
glanced from the man’s shoulder, and he caught it easily, 
jerking the handle from Kate’s fingers. He rushed forward 
and crushed her against a puffy body, pinning her arms: bru- 
tally against her sides. Kate wrenched her face from a sour 
blast of whiskey and rotted teeth. Vainly she struggled as the 
man thrust his knee hard between her legs, forcing them wide 
and ripping a line up her skirt. He laughed. Heart thunder- 
ing, Kate clawed and shouted, but his dirty hand clamped off 
the sound. 

And then he was dragging her toward the bench, flinging 
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her down, and reaching for her blouse. Behind his hairy 
hand, Kate yelled and screamed. But only a choking gurgle 
emerged, 
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T we MAN RIPPED uP Kate’s torn skirt, and ragged finger- 
nails scrabbled along the inside“of her thighs. Above her, ani- 
mal lust mottled his face and deep guttural sounds rasped 
from his chest. . — 

Kicking and fighting, Kate succeeded only in inflaming him 
further. The man laughed and pushed his pants to his ankles; 
flashes of a thick hairy body, member erect and ready, sick- 
ened Kate’s eyes above his clamping fingers. This couldn’t be 
happening! Panting, she drew back her knees and shot out 
her feet, trying and failing fo drive her heel into his ‘groin. 
But for a moment she tasted freedom, — 

Cursing beneath his breath, the man slammed Kate back 
against the bench, one hafd covering her mouth, the other 
prying at her legs. 

She battled like a wild thing, skirts flying about kicking 
legs, her fists hammering uselessly at his shoulders and arms. 
In seconds he would plunge into her, and when he succeeded, 
Kate knew her mind would escape into black empty space, 
never to return. She could not let it happen. 

Desperately she sank her teeth into the fingers sliding across 
her lips, hearing him yell, and she thrashed and twisted and 
fought for an elusive advantage. There was none. Relentlessly 
he pressed her to the bench, his heavy cursing louder, more 
vile, and he tore at her flesh viciously, positioning himself be-~ 
tween her legs with a grin of triumph. 

A tremendous roar of outrage thundered from behind. 
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r At the same instant the man screamed and leaped from 
Kate’s quivering body, both hands flying to his naked but- 
tocks. He brought his fingers to his face, staring at smears of 
blood. 

Instantly Kate tumbled from the bench, rolling to her 
knees and springing upward, a broken slat clutched in her 
fists. Screaming, she smashed the board across the side of the 
man’s face, leaving a crack of red. Again and again she at- 
tacked him, mad with fear and rage, swinging the board with 
all her might as he stumbled and grasped for his pants. She 

| drove him out of the gate, flailing at his shoulders and head 
and shaking with fury, opening red lines with the edge of the 

| slat. Before she spun toward Claire’s struggle, she had time to 
see a bloody P carved into the man’s naked rear. 

Panting, Kate whirled toward the courtyard, then stopped, 
her ripped skirt billowing about her ankles. A small enraged 
man no larger than a boy dashed to the creature bending 
over Claire. Swinging a thin sword and shouting, he carved 
another P in another pair of naked buttocks. The man on the 
ground shrieked and jumped up from Claire’s kicking legs 
and battering fists. _His hands clasped his buttocks in pain and 
disbelief, | | 

“Out!” roared the little man. His voice belonged to a per- 
son twice his size. He threatened the sword tip inches from 
the attacker’s naked stomach. “If I ever see you in this neigh- 
borhood again .. .” The sword swept upward, opening a red 
crevice beneath the taller man’s chin. The man hobbled from 
the courtyard, snatching at his pants and shouting obscenities 
over his shoulder. | 

Kate smashed him across the head as he passed; then she 
slammed the gate and fell against it, her breast rising and 
falling. Her jaw ached when she tried to relax her mouth and 
breathe normally. 

Calmly the little man inserted his bloodied sword into a 
cane handle, then extended a small strong hand to Claire. 
The top of his head was only an inch or two above Claire’s 
heaving bosom. “Is either of you hurt?” he demanded. Unless 
Kate looked at him, she would have sworn the voice issued 
from a barrel-chested man above six feet tall. 

“I don’t think so,” she gasped, each breath painful. Al- 
ready she felt numerous small bruises, but thank God nothing 
worse had happened. “Claire?” _ 

Claire pressed white lips into a line and released an uneven 
breath. “Another second . . .” Her green eyes opened and 
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she looked down, extending a hand. “Monsieur, we owe you 
everything. Merci.” 

The little man bowed, an emerald velvet coat opening 
above lemon-yellow trousers. “I am delighted to be of serv- 
ice.” Straightening, he regarded them from snapping dark 
eyes. “May I present myself? Hercule Pignalle, champion of 
hopeless causes, defender of the fairer sex, genius of some 
renown.” Another bow accompanied his smiling introductory 
statement. 

Sinking to the bench, Kate placed a hand on her fluttering 
stomach, swallowing rapidly. She felt shaky and sick. “This is 
Claire Grant, J am Kathleen Callahan .. . Blanchard.” She 
could not have held the cup of well water if M. Pignalle had 
not pressed her fingers around it. Her name emerged in a 
whisper. 

After removing a flask from his pocket and splashing a 
dollop of whiskey into the cup, he ordered, “Drink.” He 
guided Claire to the bench and similarly doctored a second 
cup. Then he leaned on his cane, sharp eyes watching them. 

Claire lifted a self-conscious hand to cover her left cheek. 

M. Pignalle smiled. “That isn’t necessary, madame.” He 
-added dryly, “You’re inno danger of mockery or ridicule 
from me.” 

Kate sipped the water gratefully, waiting for her heart to 
resume a normal cadence and her fingers to steady. Beside 
her, Claire covered a bare shoulder with a torn flap of yel- 
low. “If... if M. Pignalle hadn’t .. .” Kate clenched her 
aching jaw and shivered violently, watching as the little man 
retrieved a straw hat from the stones and knocked it free of 
dust. 

He settled the hat over graying hair as thick as the eye- 
brows which overhung his dark eyes like fat caterpillars. 
Smiling, he smoothed a neatly trimmed Vandyke beard. 

Kate returned the smile weakly, thinking their unlikely 
protector cut a flamboyant figure. His size made it difficult to 
accurately estimate age, but she guessed the mid-forties. 
His well-formed face revealed a great deal of living; crinkles 
of laughter fanned from his eyes, a quotation mark between 
his brows hinted at deep concentration. Studying him, Kate 
decided nature had played a farce; at full size M. Pignalle 
would have been fiercely handsome. 

Seeing they’d caught their breath, M. Pignalle placed both 
hands atop his cane and leaned forward, smiling. “Madame, I 
commend you. I doubt those two will dare return; the sight 
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r of you attacking with that slat should keep them from sleeping 
for many a night to come.” 

As she blushed under his praise, Kate’s mouth rounded in 
dawning surprise. “I did do well, didn’t I?” Pinning a long 
black curl to the mound atop her head, she hid a glow of sat- 
isfaction. 

“That you did,” Claire agreed. One hand continued to 
cover her cheek. “It took courage to attack with only a 
broom.” 

“A broom?” The caterpillar brows climbed Hercule Pig- 
nalle’s forehead. “I’m sorry I missed that part.” A twinkle en- 
hanced vivacious dark eyes. : 

Remembering her charge, Kate smiled. “I was foolish. A 
broom isn’t much of a weapon.” But she hadn’t hesitated. 
Her spirits lifted. In the sheltered existence she’d previously 
enjoyed, personal qualities such as courage seldom had op- 
portunity for testing. A warmth of pleasure and pride re- 

| turned the color to her face. ““You’re the hero of the moment, 
M. Pignalle.” Her own blue-gray eyes sparkled. “Those men 
won't sit for two weeks!” Reading Claire’s question, Kate ex- 
plained. “Monsieur carved a very Jarge P in their... ah 
... their behinds.” She blushed prettily. : 
“A P?” Claire asked, looking at him. 
Pignalle shrugged and grinned. “It’s how I sign all my 
| work, 
ia “AU your work? Then you’re a painter?” 

Hercule Pignalle drew himself up on his toes and leveled a 
fierce glare at them both. “Not a painter; J am the painter! A 
genius. Ask anyone.” He bowed without a shred of modesty. 
“At this very moment, the Salon is showing one of my 
paintings. Four thousand people have spit at it so far,” he 
continued happily. “Soon I will be famous!” The caterpillar 
eyebrows closed in a nod. “You will boast to your grandchil- 
dren that you were once rescued by the renowned Hercule 
Pignalle!” , | 

“Perhaps you know my ... my husband, Neil Blan- 
chard?” Kate discovered herself responding to Pignalle’s 
brash confidence and ready smile. She hoped this little man 
would be a friend. 

One eyebrow shot toward his hairline. “Ah... so you are 
the American heiress!” He slapped his forehead. “Of course! 
I apologize for not making the connection earlier.” Bowing, 
he touched: his lips to Kate’s fingers. “And where is Neil? 
First I want to congratulate the lucky bastard, then beg per- 
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mission to paint you. I assure you Blanchard will botch the 
job; only I can do justice to your beauty, madame.” | 

At the mention of Neil, Kate’s smile faded and she 
dropped her eyes. “He .. . he’s out, M. Pignalle. I'm not 
certain where. And...” She twisted her hands. “I’m not an 
heiress. There’s been a misunderstanding.” 

Leaning on his cane, Pignalle thoughtfully studied her 
distress. “I see.” After a moment he transferred his gaze to 
Claire, responding to the appeal in her eyes. “I see,” he re- 
peated evenly. He continued to regard Claire before reaching 
to gently touch the hand covering her cheek. “Madame?” 

Claire started at his touch, then met his stare, looking 
deeply into his clear eyes. She hesitated. Then she sighed and 
allowed him to lower her fingers. Pignalle studied the scar 
with a painter’s eyes, keying not on the deformity but on the 
curve of line, the challenge of depth and color. “Madame 
Grant,” he said softly, “if you will allow the honor, I'd also 
like to paint you one day. Blanchard is a fortunate devil 
indeed to have two such beauties gracing his studio.” 

Claire’s mouth opened, then abruptly closed as she under- 
stood his admiration was genuine, not sarcastic, as she’d im- 
mediately assumed. No hint of mockery shone in his dark 
eyes; she saw nothing there but sincere appreciation. To Her- 
cule Pignalle, the scar was of such minor importance as to be 
of no moment. Uncomfortably Claire turned her face. 

Then all glanced upward at the sound of Mile. d’Ache’s 
rasping shout. “What are you doing here?” Mile. d’Ache 
kicked-past the gate, her arms filled with nets of bread and 
fresh vegetables and scraps of stew meat. The blue eye closed 
and the brown eye narrowed on Hercule Pignalle. 

Pignalle’s face screwed into a squint. “I’m visiting Blan- 
chard, which I have every right to do!” 

Mile. d’Ache stomped across the courtyard and halted 
beside Pignalle, bending until her face was on a level with 
his. The fleshy lower lip protruded. “This is a respectable 
place and I don’t want any dwarfs seen coming in here! Now, 
get out!” 

Pignalle’s hands tightened on his cane. “I am not a dwarf! 
And the respectability of this dump has always been a matter 
of doubt. These good ladies were about to be raped when I 
happened along.” 

Violette d’Ache whirled, her mouth falling open. “Raped? 
Both of you? Is this true?” 
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Kate nodded soberly, pulling the torn edges of her skirt to- 
gether as Claire confirmed Pignalle’s statement. 

“Mother of God!” Violette stared, stunned. 

Pignalle examined his fingernails. “I distinctly overheard 
one of the men asking for you. When you were not available, 
they attacked these ladies, no doubt believing anyone who 
lives here must be a whore.” 

“A whore? Are you accusing me of being a whore?” Mile, 
d’Ache’s voice rose to a scream. “You filthy midget! All you 
think about is sex, because no normal woman will have you! 
You wouldn’t know a respectable woman from a disease- 
ridden one-franc prostitute!” 

Pignalle’s beard jutted. “I know a whore when I see one. 
And I'll believe in your respectability when you send your 
lover packing, mademoiselle. Everyone in Montmartre whis- 
pers about you both!” 

Mile. d’Ache’s mouth opened and closed like a fish out of 
water; then she spun on her heel and stamped angrily up the 
stairs. Pignalle waited until her door slammed before winking 
at Claire and Kate. “She'll weep all night, distraught that she 
wasn’t here for the excitement. If a rape was taking place, the 
poor soul would stand in line and plead to be next.” 

Claire’s gaze lowered from the staircase, and she asked 
doubtfully, “Does Mademoiselle really have a lover?” 

Pignalle laughed. “It soothes her pride to let me think so. 
You didn’t hear a denial, did you?” He shrugged. “As long as 
I pay her the compliment of suggesting she’s driven some 
idiot mad with love, she tolerates me.” Momentarily he 
studied the ground. “Neither of us gravitates toward people 
with, let us say, disabilities. Obvious deformity reminds us too 
sharply of our own shortcomings.” He summoned a smile. 
“In truth, however, I think Mademoiselle secretly enjoys the 
insults in the same spirit as I do.” | 

Kate stood, her nose on a level with the top of his head. 
“M. Pignalle, may we offer you some coffee?” 

“We'd be honored if you would accept.” Claire smiled. 
“But I warn you, we aren’t settled yet; our coffee will require 
the touch of your flask.” She towered a full head above Pig- 
nalle’s straw hat. 

Which bothered the little man not in the least. He bowed 
deeply, then escorted them upstairs with the aplomb of a 
masculine idol surrounded by lovely women, as was his due. 

Inside the studio, he settled conifortably on a low stool, his 
cane between his legs, and nodded approvingly around the 
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room. “Already Blanchard benefits from marriage. He’s been 
living like a damned dog, and that bitch Gyp wouldn’t know 
soap from sienna brown.” He glanced upward with a guilty 
start and rushed on. “Gypsaline Dejardins, a popular model; 
I understand Blanchard uses her occasionally. Some models 
earn extra francs by a little cooking or cleaning here and 
there between sessions, but... ah... Gyp isn’t noted for 
it.” 

Kate drew a breath. She recognized Pignalle as a friend. “I 
know about Gyp, but thank you.” She hid her face by lean- 
ing above the can bubbling on the stove. She poured coffee 
into the cracked mugs Claire extended, fighting to hold her 
hand steady. That Pignalle knew of Neil’s relationship with 
Gyp struck deeply into pride. 

“I'm sorry,” Pignalle murmured. He cast a questioning 
glance toward Claire. 

Offering a steaming cup to Pignalle, Claire explained. Lis- 
tening, he shook his head and screwed open the flask. “But 
Gyp’s appearance here wasn’t intended,” Claire finished in an 
effort to be fair. “I understand she was supposed to be with 
someone named Pig.” 

“That’s me.” Pignalle glanced up, his dark eyes narrowing. 
“I regret the pain Gyp’s presence caused Mme. Blanchard. 
But for my own sake, I’m glad I didn’t return from Toulon 
until this morning. The woman is poison!” The tip of his 
cane indicated a painting, and his mouth disappeared into his 
beard. “She’s obsessed Blanchard. And ruined his work. Just 
look at that! Is that work of a man in full possession of his 
senses?” fn 
_ Kate glanced at the canvas, then away. Neil had portrayed 
Gyp as a witch, fanged and reaching to crush the genitals of 
a man bearing a startling resemblance to Neil’s father. The 
painting sickened. 

Settling beside Claire on the chaise longue, her back to the 
exposed paintings, Kate cradled her coffee between her 
palms. “M. Pignalle—” 

“Pig.” He sighed. “Call me Pig, everyone does.” 

Claire looked at him. “I doubt we’d be comfortable with 
that name, monsieur. In English—” 

“J know what it means; I speak English.” He waved. “It 
doesn’t matter. The point is, I’m comfortable being called 
Pig. Madame, I am a genius; no form of address alters that 
fact.” He smiled. “It’s been so long since anyone called me 
Hercule or M. Pignalle that I have to think twice when I hear 
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it.” The smile moved to Kate. “Now, then, you were about to 
say?” 

Kate swallowed. “Does . . . does everyone know about 
Neil . . . and Gyp?” She didn’t know exactly whom she 
meant by ‘ “everyone,” but she needed to know how deeply 
her humiliation cut. 

Pignalle nodded reluctantly, and Kate looked away, her 
eyes stinging. 

“I’m afraid so.” Pignalle waited until Kate composed her- 
self; then he asked in a low voice, “You want to know about 
Blanchard and Gyp, is that it?” 

Miserably Kate nodded, hearing Pignalle’s sigh before he 
continued. 

“Very well, someone will tell you eventually. They met 
about six months ago. Until then Neil was doing good work. 
Not genius caliber like myself, but good—progressing. Gyp’s 
been in Paris several years, I understand; it’s 2 wonder they 
didn’t meet earlier. Some say she’s a fisherman’s daughter 
come to Paris to better herself, but I don’t know if that’s true. 
Anyway, she drifted into modeling——the pay isn’t bad. From 
there it’s an easy step to whoring.” He shrugged, the emerald 
velvet coat lifting. “Different painters kept her for varying 
periods, then passed her along. I think Trubach sent her to 
Neil, or maybe it was Vetrille, it doesn’t matter. They would 
have met eventually. The art community isn’t as large as it 
sometimes appears.” 

He paused and added a splash of whiskey to his coffee, 
making a face. “This is terrible.” 

Claire smiled, but Kate didn’t lift her head. 

Pignalle’s face reflected a softening of compassion, and he 
picked up the story with obvious reluctance. “It’s a grand 
passion for them both—but an unhealthy passion.” He shook 
his head, running his fingers through thick hair. “With Neil 
and Gyp, it’s a sickness, a cancer.” Dark eyes filled with sym- 
pathy as he examined Kate’s pale expression. “I’m afraid 
there is nothing you can do, madame, and that is a great pity. 
But I beg you not to blame yourself; instead, think of Blan- 
chard as ill. He is. You have only to glance into your mirror 
to know you are far more beautiful than Gypsaline ever 
dreamed of being. Breeding and intellect shine from you— 
qualities Gyp sadly lacks. When Blanchard returns to his 
senses, he will worship you. For the moment . . .”—his 
breath released in a soft sigh—‘“you must wait. Neil isn’t 
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himself. And there is no adequate explanation for the focus 
of a sick heart.” 

Kate blinked at the floor planks. Each word pierced like a 
dagger. . 

Claire pressed her hand. “Be patient, Kate. I’m certain M. 
Pignalle will agree, these intense affairs cannot last. They 
burn themselves out.” —- 

Pignalle nodded thoughtfully. “Sometimes with violence, 
madame.” | 

Uncomfortably, Claire agreed. “Occasionally with violence. 
The important thing to remember is that Neil will forget 
Gyp, it won’t continue forever.” 

“I...” Kate clamped her lips together as the door banged 
open and Neil staggered into the room, reeling drunk and 
haggard. 

“T found the bitch! And I taught her a lesson she won’t 
soon forget! She promised not to leave me again!” His eyes 
were tortured. He waved a nearly empty wine bottle in a ges- 
ture of triumph. “And,”—he peered unsteadily toward Kate 
and Claire—‘she promised not to intrude on our happy 
home.” Unexpectedly he burst into laughter, laughing until he 
gasped, unaware of the thick silence. “I bought her a 
chambre of her own,” he explained. “I'll go to her rooms!” 
He smiled expectantly, as if waiting for them to applaud the 
brilliance of his solution. When no one moved, he drained the 
last drops of wine and hurled the bottle against the door. A 
shower of glass glittered across the floor. 

Pignalle cleared his throat. “Blanchard . . .” 

“Ah, Pig, I thought that was you.” Neil summoned an un- 
steady smile and tried to wink. “Tell your friends when you 
leave town.” Staggering, he weaved toward the bed and fell 
heavily across the clean sheets, asleep in an instant. 

Covering her eyes, Kate whispered a prayer of gratitude 
that they hadn’t yet lit a lamp against the evening shadows. 
She didn’t want Claire or Pignalle to read the shame on her 
frozen expression. Only one small observation provided a dull 
satisfaction: she’d noticed a fan of deep scratches leading 
into Neil’s beard. She wished it had been she who carved 
them there. The utter humiliation of her situation crushed the 
breath from her breast. Not only would Gyp continue in their 
lives, but he discussed her openly. Kate buried her face in her 
hands, listening to a wine-thick snore and wishing the earth 
would open and swallow her. 

Pignalle touched his cravat and made a small sound. 
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Standing, he gently tapped his cane upon the planks. “Mme. 
Blanchard, Mme. Grant.” The deep voice bore no relation to 
his small frame. “I can’t help noticing a lamentable lack of 
provisions. Therefore, I wonder if you would do me the 
honor of being my guests at dinner. There’s a respectable 
restaurant not far from here, and I can recommend the veal.” 

Kate rejected the offer with a shake of her black curls. 
Neil’s snore seemed to pulse and fill the darkening room. 

“Starving won’t solve anything,” Claire announced firmly. 
“If you’re thinking you have to stay here—he won't know if 
you're by his side or a hundred miles away. You need to eat; 
we both do.” She dusted her hands and lit a lamp. “We'll re- 
quire a moment to make ourselves presentable, M. Pignalle.” 

“Pig.” He smiled. 

Claire laughed. “Very well, if you insist. Pig, will you 
please step outside for a few minutes?” 

He grinned, the caterpillar brows forming into commas 
above twinkling eyes. “Madame, I have painted more nudes 
than you can count. It is not necessary to—” 

“Out,” Claire directed with a widening smile. 

When he closed the door, Kate pushed up from the chaise 
and looked at Claire helplessly. “He used my money to buy 
that woman an apartment.” She couldn’t believe the law per- 
mitted this. Neil had refused Kate reasonable funds for cloth- 
ing she desperately needed, yet squandered heaven knew how 
much on a home for his mistress. 

“I know, I know.” Claire patted her shoulder with a soft 
Sigh. 

They dressed hurriedly, washing from the pail and putting 
On what first touched their hands. Kate made no effort to 
lower her voice or minimize noise. Part of her mind wanted 
Neil to waken, desired a confrontation. But she decided a 
burricane could have roared through the studio without budg- 
ing him. After staring at his sprawled figure for a long angry 
moment, she stepped into the soft spring evening. 

Immediately Kate felt dragging spirits rise, Night blended 
Montmartre’s sharp edges, hid the squalor and peeling dilapi- 
dation. Voices calling from the darkness continued to sound 
harsh to her ear, but not threatening, as the night before, 
simply tired and battered by life’s misfortunes. At the bottom 
of the hill a heavily rouged young girl leaned against a 
Jamppost to extract a pebble from her shoe. She smiled 
pleasantly and wished them good evening. Not until Pignalle 
introduced them did Kate comprehend that Mlle. Rosette was 
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a whore setting up for the evening trade; then it was too late 
to.turn aside. 

She stammered a greeting and accepted Mile. Rosette’s en- 
thusiastic compliments on her flawless skin; then they turned 
a corner and Kate was left to reflect on the strange assort- 
ment of people she was meeting. People she wouldn’t have 
imagined existed only a few months previously. 

An outpouring of relief softened her expression as they ap- 
proached the golden light of the Lionne Restaurant, spilling 
to the pavement in mellow bars. She didn’t feel up to more 
introductions, not tonight. Pignalle guided them past empty 
tables beneath a faded awning and into a door flanked by 
two stone lionesses. Kate noticed one of the lionesses lacked a 
nose, the other missed an ear; they resembled large disrepu- 
table dogs more than lions. 

Inside, several diners waved to Pignalle, and the proprietor 
bowed effusively, casting curious sly glances toward Kate and 
Claire. Almost immediately Kate realized they were over- 
dressed. Most of the Lionne’s patrons wore casual attire more 
suited to a neighborhood establishment catering to plain 
tastes and modest pocketbooks. 

“Don’t concern yourself,” Pignalle whispered, reading her 
stricken expression. He seated them at a corner table. 
“You’ve made my reputation. For which I adore you both.” 

He placed Kate facing the room and Claire with a wall to 
her left. Curious patrons would see only Claire’s lovely 
profile. He winked. “If you wish to cast worshiping glances in 
my direction for the benefit of curious onlookers, Pll not ob- 
ject.” Pignalle scrambled atop a special chair provided by the 
proprietor, which lifted his head to a level with theirs and 
presented his back to the room. “With you two to admire, 
why would anyone want to look at me?” 

When the proprietor returned to take their order, Pignalle 
threw up his hands and grinned. It was necessary to clear his 
throat loudly before he could divert the man’s attention from 
a furiously blushing Kate. “We'll begin with your finest 
claret,” he instructed, “and then veal Gallois.” After the man 
departed, Pignalle leaned forward and announced in a stage 
whisper, “Gallois is the cook. He prides himself on a dish 
known the world over as plain veal cutlets but here is fol- 
lowed by the name of the chef.” Pignalle rolled dark eyes as 
he flicked his napkin across his lap. “If you dare order veal 
cutlets without appending the chef’s name, Gallois chars them 
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beyond recognition, and his screams can be heard for three 
blocks.” 

“T heard that,” came a roar from the kitchen. “May the oil 
on your canvas never dry! May your miserable daubs fall off 
the walls!” A grin appeared beneath a tall spotless cap in the 
doorway. 

“Gallois, you drunken reprobate! You’re sober tonight— 
did someone die in your family?” 

Kate smiled at the banter. Aware that every eye in the 
restaurant stared, she avoided glancing toward the other 
tables. Not long ago, she would have suffered an agony of 
embarrassment at dining with a man requiring a special chair 
to reach his plate. But now she felt only gratitude for his 
kindness and company. And her embarrassment was for those 
rude enough to stare, not for the object of their gaze. 

Was this a hint of the growth Reynolds accused her of 
lacking? She pushed him from her thoughts; she didn’t want 
to think of him now, not ever again. Ignoring the strange 
twist in her stomach, she inhaled the fragrance of French 
sauces and sizzling potatoes, realizing she was hungry after 
all. Slowly Kate relaxed and smiled at.Claire and Pignalle, at- 
tempting to knit the threads of conversation. 

“I'm not the least uncomfortable answering questions, 
madame. Everyone thinks of at least a dozen the instant they 
meet me.” Pignalle smiled as Claire lifted the veil and sipped 
her wine with murmurs of appréciation. 

“No, no, you misunderstand, M. .. . Pig. I don’t wish to 
be indelicate; I’m curious about your art, not your personal 
life.” This was such a bald lie that they all smiled. 

“It’s tied together, madame, my art and my life.” He 
laughed, and Kate was again struck by how handsome he 
would have been at full size. His eyes were especially fine 
and compelling. “With art, size is of no consequence. It is 
genius which counts, not height.” Dark eyes twinkled. “I have 
come to terms with myself, Mme. Grant.” 

“Claire.” , 

“Thank you. Claire. No one cares about a painter’s size, 
only the talent he brings*to the canvas. Without genius a 
man Can stand ten feet tall and fail; with it, a child-size man 
can succeed. Do you see?” 

“T see;” Claire murmured. 

Throughout dinner, Hercule Pignalle spoke of himself, en- 
tertaining them with candid stories from his youth. He’d been 
born to normal-size parents who suffered great shock when 
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they finally accepted that their only son would scarcely top 
four feet. For years they steadfastly refused to acknowledge 
Hercule differed in any way from other children. 

“They packed me off to fencing classes, riding school, 
shoots, dancing class—all without a notion that I might ap- 
pear ridiculous.” Pignalle recounted a wildly amusing exam- 
ple of dancing nose-to-bosom with a willowy young partner. 
“It was a great scandal,” He laughed. “One of many. I’ve had 
to fight my way out of a thousand compromising situations.” 
He smiled into his wine, shaking his head. “My parents are 
both in their seventies now. And just as I’ve decided they ac- 
cept me as I am, Mother complains of lacking grandchildren 
and inquires when I intend to marry, or sends a jacket or 
cloak which would more easily fit Blanchard than me.” 
Chuckling, he swallowed the last of his veal Gallois. 

Kate held her side from laughing. “Is marriage out of the 
question?” she asked, sobering instantly when she realized the 
tactlessness of her question. Enjoying him, she’d forgotten 
Pignalle was not only the storyteller but the subject as well. 

For the first time, he appeared uncomfortable. The dark 
eyes lost their vigor. “I believe so, dear Kate. What woman 
would not consider. herself a laughingstock married to some- 
one like me? Can you imagine the snickers of neighbors? 'The 
insulting insinuations?” He watched as Claire’s hand stole to 
her cheek. “To most people, appearance is everything.” 

This, Kate understood. She’d lived a lifetime concerned 
with appearances. Even now, throughout the veal, the pud- 
ding, the salad, she’d been acutely aware of the covert stares 
they elicited. And whenever she thought of “everyone” know- 
ing about Neil and Gyp, her cheeks burned in scarlet humili- 
ation. She hoped never-to face any of Neil’s other friends; 
facing Neil would be difficult enough. 

Thankfully, he hadn’t moved when they reesared Kate 
glanced inside the studio, then turned to press Pignalle’s 
ee “Thank you. Thank you for everything. There aren’t 
words...” 

He pushed a card into Kate’s glove. “If you need anything, 
I live above my studio. The address is on the card; it’s not 
far.” He bowed above her fingers. “I make it a point to drop 
by every few days. Neil needs his friends now.” He watched 
Claire remove her veil, then waved and disappeared down the 
stairwell. They listened as he passed through the courtyard, 
exchanging insults with Mile. d’Ache, who leaned from her 
shutters. 
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“If you did anything to offend those ladies, I'll have the 
police on you!” 

“They have just experienced the thrill of a lifetime, made- 
moiselle. Don’t waken them before noon; they are both ex- 
hausted from the joys of indescribable rapture!” 

“You filthy midget! Your unfortunate mother should have 
drowned you at birth!” 

“Go back to your lover, mademoiselle, and leave me in 
peace. If I look upon such ugliness this late at night, I'll be 
afraid to sleep.” 

Something shattered against the courtyard stones; then the 
iron gate squealed shut and fell silent. 

Smiling, Claire turned from the window. “An interesting 
man, our genius.” After a quick glance toward Neil’s snore, 
she unbuttoned her jacket and wiggled in relief as Kate assist- 
ed in loosening her corset lacing. She dropped a flowered 
wrapper over auburn hair. “The arrangements for privacy 
leave much to be desired.” 

Agreeing, Kate undressed quickly and slid a white ruffled 
nightgown over her head. Slowly she removed the pins from 
her hair and brushed the rich black curls dropping to her 
waist. Watching as Claire plaited nighttime braids, Kate real- 


‘ized the truth of Claire’s observation. They needed another 


room. 

Sinking to her bed, Claire grimaced at the hardness of the 
mattress, while Kate’s eyes crept toward Neil. Her own 
choices were either the lumpy chaise or... Closing her 
eyes, she swayed dizzily. 

There was no choice, not really. Forcing a timid smile for 


‘Claire, Kate firmed her chin and approached her husband 


hesitantly. Pausing, she made herself look down at his golden 
hair, at the lashes lying against a thin cheek, at the row of 
pink scratches trailing into his beard. Kate bit the inside of 
her cheek. What were a wife’s responsibilities? The ladies’ 
magazines did not offer advice on how to cope with a 
drunken husband. Was she expected to remove his jacket? 
His shirt? She felt loath to touch him. Maybe his shoes. She 
had a feeling he would expect her to at least remove his 
shoes. 

A fiame of crimson stained her cheeks as flashing images 
recalled a stormy night and peals of laughter. “Shoes!” Shak- 
ing the echoes away, Kate lifted a hand to her forehead and 
closed her eyes. That night from another lifetime had been 
her true wedding night, but she hadn’t realized it. The timing 
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had been wrong, the man had been wrong; only the event 
had been right. So very right: Rapturous. A line appeared be- 
tween her brows. Could the act be so summarily separated 
from the man? 

Behind her Claire pinched out the light, plunging the 
studio into darkness, and Kate blinked, waiting for her vision 
to adjust to faint starlight falling past the large North win- 
dows. Gingerly, reluctantly, she eased onto the far edge of 
the bed, praying Neil would not waken. When no break inter- 
rupted the steady snore, she released a breath. Moving care- 
fully, Kate placed her dark head on the pillow and silently 
swung her feet onto the sheets, clinging to the mattress as far 
from him as possible. | 

Sour wine fumes stung her nostrils and she pressed her 
face into the pillow, wrinkling her nose. After what seemed a 
very long time, she forced herself to glance over her shoulder, 
tracing his face in the murky light. Once she’d dreamed of 
Neil Blanchard’s golden head on the pillow next to her own. 
Now she would have given ten years of her life to be any- 
where else. 

Guardedly Kate stretched along the bed, aware of the mas- 
culine heat at her side. His weight pushed a valley into the 
mattress, his legs tangled the sheets. An odor of liquor and 
soiled clothing settled over Kate like a shroud. 

And she squeezed her eyes shut, praying for the oblivion of 
instant sleep, but her mind would not release her: so easily. 
No matter how she resisted, unwanted images lingered behind 
her lids. Black curly hair, dark teasing eyes, the smell of 
leather and snowflakes. And memories of an ecstasy as vivid 
as the sound of a deep laughing voice. “Someday, Irish . 
someday.” — 

There would never be a someday. Kate turned her face 
into the pillow and wept. 
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING NEIL ESTABLISHED what was to 
become the daily pattern of their lives. 

He woke hard, battling consciousness, rolling to the edge 
of the bed, then sitting head in hands and directing his gaze to 
the floor, all the while muttering incomprehensibly to himself. 
After what seemed an eternity, he shuffled to a stool near the 
platform, where he either stared moodily from the windows 
or brooded over his latest work, his morning coffee more often 
forgotten than not. Immediately Kate and Claire learned not 
to interrupt these morning meditations; the one time Kate did 
so, Neil erupted into a rage lasting two days. The irrational 
fury frightened her badly. 

If the previous day’s work pleased, Neil eventually emerged 


from his periods of silence with a faint smile, and oc- 


casionally he granted a few minutes’ general conversation; 
if the work angered him, as happened more frequently, he 
was not above savagely attacking the offending canvas with a 
palette knife. On occasion the canvas was not offensive 
enough to destroy, but neither did it please. At such times he 
kicked it across the studio in the full expectation that Kate or 
Claire would rescue the work and tuck it out of sight until 
such time as his confidence healed to the point of attempting 
corrections. | 

Afternoons passed in work sessions that often stretched 
into the night if Neil believed the painting progressed well. 
During these hours he painted like a man possessed, wielding 
brushes like swords, slashing, thrusting, attacking the canvas 
as a frenzied opponent, often painting over two or three days’ 
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work and beginning again. And then again. Paris could have 
fallen under siege, and Neil Blanchard would neither have 
noticed nor cared; painting was everything. Thankfully, he 
did not require absolute quiet to perform; his immersion and 
power of concentration were such that he heard nothing but 
the bizarre harmonies of his inner visions. . 

The process alarmed Kate; she found it disturbing to 
watch, not only his unconscious ranting and cursing, but the. 
nightmares which took form and substance beneath his flash- 
ing brushes. She developed a strong interest in the weather, 
dreading those days when gray skies kept him inside. 

On fine afternoons he threw supplies into a tin case and 
tramped the streets and outlying meadows in search of 
scenes comprising that certain special combination of. subject 
and light and texture—an elusive combination he believed 
would make his reputation and eventually his fortune. Then, 
when confidence eroded to despair, as it always did sooner or 
later, he drifted to the Louvre, setting his easel beside 
students and professional copiers and filling numerous sketch- 
books with scenes and details copied from the masters. Re- 
sentment and hatred boiled close to the surface throughout 
these dry periods. 

In the early evenings, when he wasn’t involved in a major 
work, Neil occasionally walked to Tortoni’s, where he 
scowled and muttered at the fringes of Edouard Manet’s 
circle. More often he wandered the bistros of Montmartre 
seeking inspiration and relief in glasses of absinthe or Pernod. 
And finding neither. He seldom returned to the studio before 
dawn. 

Kate and Claire adjusted their lives to accommodate this 
schedule. They tiptoed through the mornings until Neil could 
tolerate conversation, they kept wine and absinthe within easy 
Teach of his easel, they were careful never to utter a sound 
which might be construed as criticism, and they made them- 
selves available to meet unexpected demands. Which were 
far greater than Kate had originally supposed. 

Neil had never made any pretense at studio upkeep, but 
with the addition of the women to his household, his attitudes 
altered; now he complained he could not work in less than 
antiseptic surroundings. He demanded the studio be kept abso- 
lutely clean; a speck of dirt could damage fresh oils in a 
manner he neglected to explain. He expected Kate or Claire to 
clean smeared palettes and brushes and knives, to maintain the 
supply of medium, and prepare canvas, dispose of crushed 
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paint. tubes, and be ready at an instant to drop everything and 
pose for hours while he sketched bits and pieces, hands, ears, 
noses, feet, some of which he Jater grafted onto crowd scenes, 
most of which ended in crumpled wads tossed to the floor, 
Not once did he indicate a desire to do a portrait of Kate. 

The days settled into a strange blend of laborious monot- 
ony coupled with the explosive potential of artistic tem- 
perament. 

Kate watched silently as once again Neil packed his tin 
case and descended the staircase, listening as his footsteps 
receded, her expression a mixture of relief and despair. 

She worried her lip and commented quietly, “We might as 
well be servants, he never talks to us, not really. And never 
about the important things.” She leaned above a large can, 
carefully measuring exact amounts of varnish, linseed oil, and 
turpentine into the container, stirring a new batch of 
medium. She’d learned medium was the bonding agent be- 
tween fresh paint and old. “I’m afraid to press, he gets angry 
so easily ... but I want to talk . . . about everything.” She 
capped the medium and stood, stretching. “Are you fin- 
ished?” 

Claire squatted on her heels, priming newly stretched can- 
vas, using a large stiff-bristled brush to cover the surface with 
a thin coating of medium, rectified turpentine, and white 
lead. “T think I forgot to add the burnt umber,” she muttered, 
leaning back and staring dismally at a dead white surface, 
“I'll have to start over. Damn!” She dropped the brush into a 
can and groaned to her feet. “I’m too old to be a studio 
helper.” 

Kate smiled. “Not for a minute.” She didn’t know how she 
would have coped without Claire; Claire’s energy appeared 
boundless, the glue holding their household together. 

After pouring them each fresh coffee, Kate gestured for 
Claire to follow her downstairs. The sunshine dappling the 
courtyard offered a welcome respite from smells of turpentine 
and varnish and strong lye soap. They relaxed on the bench 
beneath a laundry line flapping with Violette’s aprons and un- 
derthings, sipping their coffee and idly watching the goat de- 
vour scraps from last night’s chops. 

“He refuses to talk about money,” Kate said finally, her 
eyes moving from the goat to a gray patch on a pair of Vio- 
lette’s gray pantaloons. “I discovered on my own that he 
owed nearly everyone in town. His bill at Le Couler alone 
was several thousand francs.” Le Couler was Neil’s favorite 
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bistro, a gathering place for roaming bohemians and bare- 
headed prostitutes. Kate wouldn’t have dreamed of stepping 
inside, but she’d walked slowly past, peering through a profu- 
sion of outside tables into a smoky interior. 

Claire sighed and pushed at coppery curls. When first they 
had arrived, she’d noticed only tubes of red, yellow, blue, and 
white, from which Neil had presumably mixed all other 
colors. Now, with his account settled, he purchased tubes of 
ready-mixed paints. In great quantities. And stocked the 
studio with thick rolls of uncut canvas instead of the odd- 
shaped bits he’d been using, scraps begged from more affluent 
painters. f 

“Heaven only knows what the apartment and furnishings 
for Gyp must have cost . . . probably several. thousand,” 
Kate added glumly. She no longer stumbled over Gyp’s name 
as she had in the beginning. Although they hadn’t seen Neil’s 
mistress, the girl occupied an important role in the functioning 
of their household. Neil’s schedule and mood swings depend- 
ed heavily upon his relationship with Gyp. As did Kate’s. 
When Gyp enjoyed good humor, Neil’s improved disposition 
benefited all; when Gyp indulged in one of her frequent tan- 
trums, Kate suffered several days of foul temper and verbal 
abuse from her husband. Kate no longer resisted Gyp’s 
supremacy; she simply prayed for the girl’s every wish to be 
fulfilled so as to keep Neil in a tolerable frame of mind. 
Unfortunately, it was Kate’s money disappearing into the bot- 
tomless well of Gyp’s wishes. | 

“J imagine Mile. Gyp has managed to extract the lion’s 
share of the money,” Claire agreed. 

Poking a weed with the tip of her toe, Kate nodded. Re- 
cently Neil had set aside his hideous nightmares and directed 
his efforts toward landscapes and street scenes, which indi- 
cated Gyp was in good temper. Kate noticed the change with 
mixed emotions. When Neil was angry, she nourished a small 
satisfaction in knowing the situation with his mistress deterio- 
rated. It piqued her pride to see him smiling and even-tem- 
pered. Sighing, she recognized a no-win situation: she 
resented his good humor and feared his rages. 

She fingered a black skirt Claire had altered for everyday 
wear. “I doubt Mile. Gyp worries about spots on her skirts.” 
Kate leaned forward, examining a ring of turpentine pucker- 
ing the material above her knee. The two hundred francs Neil 
had allowed for material she’d spent for a length of cloth to 
partition a corner of the studio. Both Kate and Claire dressed 
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in Claire’s “room” and retired there when either craved a mo- 
ment’s privacy. 

Claire answered with a rueful smile, “If Gyp lacks a single 
luxury, then she’s failing as a mistress. Mistresses are sup- 
posed to be indulged and pampered; it’s part of the compen- 
sation.” 

Responding as always, Kate tossed her head, and an arch 
smile curved her lips. “Then I should have been a mistress in- 
stead of a wife.” But today the game didn’t quite work. 

Because, in truth, she was neither. Though Kate shared 
Neil’s bed when he returned late at night, he’d made no move 
to claim her physically. For which she daily uttered a prayer 
of gratitude. Regardless of how hard she attempted to feel 
some warmth toward him, she failed. Glimpses of a*thin pale 
body elicited no reaction whatsoever, and Neil’s coiled frus- 
trations emerging in loud spasms of anger frightened Kate, 
resulting in a fearful revulsion she found difficult to conceal. 
Even if Gyp had not existed, even if Neil suddenly lavished 
every attention on her, Kate doubted herself capable of ever 
learning to care for him. Whatever small spark had flickered 
in New York had died utterly in Montmartre’s squalor. 

“Claire ... tell me again about Paris, what it’s like.” Clos- 
ing her eyes, Kate lifted her face to the sunshine, listening as 
Claire described a lively, graceful Paris which Kate had aban- 
doned hope of seeing. The perimeters of her life stretched 
south three blocks to the market, north two blocks to the 
Lionne (when Pignalle was kind enough to invite them for 
supper), and perhaps a block or so to the east and west. Be- 
yond these limits, civilization might have drained into a 
chasm, for all Kate was aware; Claire’s Paris remained as 
elusive as it had been when seen from the St. James in New 
York City. 

As Claire’s low voice trailed in tones of wistful memory, 
Kate tossed the last of her coffee into the weeds and stared at 
the tips of her shoes. “Sometimes I feel like we’re looking at 
the world through the bars of a cage. We’re trapped aren’t 
we? Like wild animals or... or butterflies pinned in a col- 
lection.” 

“What’s this about butterflies? An apt description, if ever 
I heard one. There’s nothing more beautiful than a monarch 
on the wing!” 

“Pig!” Kate’s lips curved in delight as Hercule Pignalle 
stepped through the gate, small and dapper and smiling. She 
thought of him as the one bright spot on a field of dismal 
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gray. At least once a week, occasionally more frequently, he 
appeared with a repertoire of outrageous tales and equally 
implausible gossip, entertaining them throughout an hour or 
two that passed so quickly it didn’t seem possible. “We've 


missed you. Just last night Violette swore you were dead, 


drowned in a sewer by a large dog.” Kate’s bright eyes 


teased. 
Pignalle glowered at the upstairs-shutters and stamped his 


cane on the courtyard stones. “Someone has been selling the 


witch unwatered brew. Actually it was a small horse and not 
a sewer at all, but the excellent table of Mme. Duvall, where 
I embarrassed myself by drinking too much wine and eating 
two desserts.” Grinning, he patted a flat stomach partially 
hidden by a brilliant purple sash below which extended 
orange stovepipe pants. A velour jacket of deep rust ended in 
a fringe of ruffles at wrists and collar, the whole accented by 
a snowy cravat fluttering beneath his beard. “Mme. Duvall 
expressed a desire to meet, you both, but.. .’ He covered a 
discreet cough with one small hand. : 

Kate winced at the pause. During the past weeks she'd 
learned of Neil’s estrangement from the art community. He 
had never been popular, and his wildly accusing statements 
had managed to alienate what friends he’d made—that and a 
steadily worsening temper. One couldn’t accuse fellow paint- 
ers of being lesser talents beset by envy and continue to ex- 
pect invitations. Whenever Kate thought of the isolation this 
situation engendered, her spirit sank. She would have enjoyed 
exchanging calls with other’ wives, developing friendships, 
something to break the sameness of her days. | 

Rushing past distracting thoughts, she suggested they move 
inside, “We have a fresh pot of coffee—or a bottle of ab- 
sinthe, if you prefer.” 

Pignalle waved a hand and screwed up his face. “That stuff 
will rot the brain. I don’t know why Blanchard risks it!” He 
studied them. “Actually, this is not a social call. I’m here to 
inform you that I am very angry.” 


Claire’s scar slid as a surprised eyebrow shot upward. 


“With us? Whatever for? We wouldn't upset you for the 
world—you’ve been a good friend.” | 

“Ah, but you haven’t been a friend to me!” he thundered 
in a voice as large as himself. Leaning heavily on his cane, 
Pignalle scowled from beneath thick brows. 

Kate and Claire exchanged puzzled frowns, then turned to 
him with protests of affection. 
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A smile flickered, quickly suppressed, disappearing into 
Pignalle’s salt-and-pepper beard. “If I am this great and good 
friend you both claim . . .” He paused dramatically. “Then 
why haven’t you begged to see my genius displayed in the 
Salon?” | 

Kate’s shoulders slumped. “Neil doesn’t ... we don’t go 
out.” 

Claire nodded. “That’s true, Pig, you’re being unfair.” 

Pignalle drew himself up on his toes and flashed indigna- 
tion. “Do you imagine Blanchard is the only person qualified 
to acquaint you with genius? Would you expect a baker 
to display cuts of meat? Do you ask a cobbler to show you 
hats? Of course not. So why are you waiting for a dauber to 
lay genius at your feet? Lower your sights, ladies! It is I, Her- 
cule Pignalle, who am qualified and who consider it my duty 
to expose you to genius. My own, primarily.” Dark eyes 
snapped and sparkled. 

Kate’s heart leaped, and she saw a light spring into Claire’s 
gaze. “Oh, Pig, are you saying ...?” 

“ .. that a hired carriage is waiting? That it is time you 
feasted your senses on my work? That the-Salon should be 
graced by the presence of two fresh beauties?” He laughed 
and waved them up from the bench. “Oui. Run along and do 
whatever it is women do to make themselves dazzling, and 
then we'll tour the exhibit. But I warn you, you won't like 
any painting but mine.” 

“We promise not to.” Claire laughed. 

Kate clapped her hands and jumped from the bench. Im- 
pulsively she threw her arms around Pignalle and danced him 
through the courtyard weeds, knocking his hat awry and send- 
ing his cane skittering across the stones. “Thank you! Thank 
you, Pig!” Color dotted her cheeks, and her eyes lightened 
from smoke to clear blue. She’d see something beyond Mont- 
martre after all! 

Claire grinned. “We are wild for genius ... especially if 
it’s displayed anywhere but Montmartre.” 

Pignalle slapped his forehead. “I am wounded, madame. 
Such cynicism would earn you a spanking if I were twice as 
tall.” Following their skirts up the stairs, he added, “As it is, 
I may content myself by biting you on the elbow.” 

Snatching her arm in mock alarm, Claire pointed toward 
the stove before disappearing through the curtained partition. 
“Bite into that coffee instead.” 

Heaving an exaggerated sigh, Pignalle stepped onto a low 
stool and poured a mug to the rim. “The story of my life,” he 
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lamented loudly enough to be overheard. “Beauty repels the 
beast.” 

Claire laughed and called out, “And which of us do you 
cast as the beast, monsieur?” 

“Me. It’s always me.” Pignalle sighed, drifting to the win- 
dow and staring down at the courtyard stones. 

When they emerged, Kate in black silk and Claire in a 
green-and-white-striped taffeta, Pignalle rolled his eyes and 
pursed his lips. “My God, who will look at the paintings?” 
He made an elaborate show of checking. the sword hidden 
within his cane. “I'll have to battle hordes of lovesick young 
men to get you both out of the Salon!” Winking at their 
smiles, he watched as they pinned spring hats over mounds of 
shining hair. “Cling tightly to my arms, ladies, for your own 
protection!” 

Claire wrapped a glove around his rust-colored sleeve, her 
chin rising well above his hat. “Pig, you are absolutely out- 
rageous, do you realize that?” Beneath a lacy green veil her 
smile curved engagingly. 

Pignalle grinned, tilted his head, and patted her hand. “It’s 
the prerogative of genius, my dear. Expected nowadays.” 

Biting her lips uncertainly, Kate paused in the doorway, 
pushing at the fingers of black lace gloves and scanning the 
studio. “I wonder . . . should I leave a note for Neil?” He 
was so unpredictable in his expectations; she never knew 
what small infraction might trigger one of his rages. The 
threat of Neil’s anger lived in a hard knot somewhere in the 
vicinity of her upper stomach. She told herself the lump 
wasn’t fear, not exactly; after all, it would be illogical to fear 
someone who gave so little indication of knowing she existed. 

Claire shrugged and lifted her skirt in a crackling rustle, 
starting down the steps. “Neil won’t return. He’ll spend all 
afternoon painting, then he'll go to Gyp’s.” 

“Still...” Kate worried her lower lip indecisively. Thus 
far Neil had voiced no objection to her joining Claire and 
Pignalle for dinner at the Lionne, but she had never locked 
the studio and disappeared during the day. Either she or 
Claire was always here if he appeared unexpectedly. Not dar- 
ing to risk his anger, she sighed, then hurried inside and 
scribbled a hasty note, pinning it above a still life propped on 
the easel. Hurrying, she rushed downstairs, her heart lifting 
with each light step. j : 

Settled inside Pignalle’s hired carriage, Kate and Claire 
snapped open small ruffled parasols and peered about, excite- 
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ment warming their eyes. Montmartre looked better, quaint 
and charming, because they were leaving it behind, if only 
temporarily. Gaily they waved to Mlle. Rosette, who leaned 
from a balcony rail smoking a dark cigar and smiling. Even 
the old lady at the marketplace glanced up as they passed. 
She tossed a carnation, which Claire caught and promptly 
pinned to Pignalle’s lapel. 

“Just what you need”’—she smiled—“a touch of pink to set 
off the orange and purple.” 

Pignalle grinned and couldn’t resist shouting an insult as 
they rolled past Violette d’Ache, her stocky arms holding long 
columns of bread and a wheel of cheese. Too astonished to 
reply, she halted on the sidewalk and gaped after them. 

Enjoying the fine afternoon and his passengers’ pleasure, 
Pignalle directed the carriage past the new opera house, nod- 
ding at Kate’s admiring comments as if he had designed the 
structure himself; then he instructed the driver to join the 
daily carriage parade along the Avenue du Bois, where fash- 
ionable Paris rode in elegant splendor, attended by liveried 
coachmen. 

“It’s quite correct to stare, dear ladies, everyone expects it. 
Most would collapse in wounded indignation if they discov- 
ered themselves ignored. I ask only that you remember to 
direct an occasional glance my way so I may enjoy your 
beauty as well.” 

Laughing, Claire and. Kate fussed over him, flirting 
outrageously, which pleased Pignalle no end. Sliding numer- 
ous glances toward passing carriages to be certain they ob- 
served, he preened and accepted their compliments with the 
assured air of one who has seldom doubted the value of his 
own worth. Leaning on his cane and flipping his cravat, Pig- 
nalle waved to passersby as the carriage turned along the 
‘Champs-Elysées, bowing and nodding with the vast dignity of 
a small but deserving king. | 

Lifting a brow, Kate couldn’t resist inquiring, “Do you 
know all these people?” Pignalle’s bearing suggested a digni- 
tary holding court. 

His caterpillar brows descended in a sly wink, and he whis- 
pered confidentially, “Not all, but of course they know me!” 
Dark eyes snapped mischievously. “The fame of genius 
precedes me.’ 

Claire rolled her eyes and laughed behind her veil. 

Enjoying the fresh sunshine and sights of Paris, Kate found 
it necessary to conceal a twinge of disappointment when the 
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carriage arrived among a crush jamming the Salon entrance. 
But her interest quickened as they moved inside enormous 
rooms overflowing with women in long sweeping gowns chat- 
tering beside men wearing toppers, light jackets, and drainpipe 
trousers. Thousands of paintings crammed every inch of wall 
space, and the cloying tang of varnish spiced each breath. 

With Kate on one arm and Claire clinging to the other, 
Pignalle pushed through the throngs, not above swinging his 
cane to rap a leg and clear a pathway. “The work is arranged 
alphabetically,” he explained. “In which case P is more a 
disadvantage than an advantage. But it could be worse. One 
poor bastard is almost suicidal. . . . Zetinski has exhibited 
for two seasons, and not a soul has bothered to observe his 
work.” 

Claire protested Pignalle’s pace, desiring to examine every 
painting, an impossible task, but Pignalle led her firmly for- 
ward, muttering, “Why settle for scraps when a feast awaits? 
Time for these daubs later.” | 

Though Kate pretended an interest in the overwhelming 
mass of paintings, she far preferred examining the people 
clogging rooms and aisles. Acutely conscious of her black at- 
tire, she surveyed the gowns of lovely women while attempt- 
ing to hide pangs of embarrassed envy. Colors to rival a 
rainbow graced the eye, and broad-brimmed hats adorned 
with artificial fruit and flowers perched atop engaging curls. 
Once Kate would have outshone them all; now she felt like a 
raven, insignificant among strutting, preening peacocks. 

At last, out of breath and footsore, Pignalle’s small party 
arrived at the doorway of the P room. Across the allotted 
space, so large it required an entire wall to display, hung a 
magnificent painting depicting a field of lush poppies. The 
painting had immediate depth and yet did not. While the 
viewer sensed a swirl of poppies vanishing into an imagined 
distance, still the technique reminded that this was paint; not 
reality, but an impression of reality. To the right of the bril- 
liant flowers and shown at a distance, bent a dark-haired 
woman, straw hat in hand, stooping to gather poppies into 
a basket near her feet. 

Both the vividly colored poppies and the bending woman 
called forth a fountain of derision from gathered viewers ig- 
noring the other paintings. crowdirig the room. They pointed 
toward the bending woman, who was shown nude except for 
dark stockings ending at the garters above her knees, and 
they snickered or shouted insults. 
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“A naked cow strangling blobs of orange,” shouted a man 
in loud tones of outrage. “This Pignalle, who doesn’t dare to 
sign his full name but hides behind an initial—he takes us for 
fools!” Lunging forward, the man swung his walking stick as 
if to attack the painting, but an impassive guard leaned from 
the wall and stared steadily until the stick reluctantly low- 
ered. 

“Fach year it’s worse! Hardly worth driving across town to 
see,” a woman complained, shaking a head upon which bal- 
anced a concoction of straw and lace and artificial flowers. “I 
want to know what I’m looking at. And the painting should 
tell a story; this one doesn’t say anything.” 

Pignalle nudged Kate and grinned happily. “Listen to. 
them!” -he whispered, rubbing his hands. “Ill be famous!” 

Kate blinked. She hadn’t overheard a single favorable com- 
ment. Which puzzled her. Granted the painting tended to 
blur at close range, but viewed from the doorway, the scene 
jumped forward with startling power- and brilliant use of 
color. Staring, Kate could feel the rustle of gentle breezes 
through the petals, sense the hypnotic swaying of the poppies. 
The nude woman’s dark hair balanced the vivid rush of color, 
but her presence was extraneous to the impact of the whole. 
Color and movement flowed from the painting in luminous 
waves to delight the senses, a translucent quality Kate 
couldn’t have imagined without seeing it for herself. 

“Pig!” Claire breathed softly. “You really are a genius! 
That painting ... it... it’s wonderful!” 

Affronted, Pignalle shot upward on his toes, and his beard 
jutted. “Madame. I have been telling you and telling you 
again. Do you mean to say you doubted?” 

“When something must be shouted, it always will be 
doubted,” Claire quoted absently, her eyes not leaving the 
canvas. She touched her cheek. “How dare those people mock 
a work of such magnitude? They should fall at your feet!” 

Pignalle’s eyes widened and he peered hard through 
Claire’s veil; then his mouth opened. “An attitude J heartily 
share, I assure you. But it’s my work they scorn; they haven’t 
glanced at the other paintings. The public must be educated 
gradually. Now they sneer at Pignalle and hurl insults. But 
look carefully—not everyone agrees. Some respond to the 
paint. They aren’t confident enough to express admiration, 
but one day they will. Each year fewer and fewer cling to the 
old ways, more open themselves to new impressions, to a new 
approach. My time and that of others like me... our mo- 
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ment is coming.” He nodded to himself, heavy brows closing. 
“The important thing is for them to see the signature, that P, 
and remember the name attached to it.” 

As she listened to Pignalle above the hooting of the crowd, 
a germ of an idea took hold in Kate’s mind. And grew. She 
touched Pignalle’s sleeve and leaned near his ear. “Who re- 
views paintings, Pig? Which newspaper carries the most 
weight?” An impish twinkle sparkled in her eyes. 

Arching a brow, Pignalle glanced from the painting. “Le 
Figaro, I suppose. Why?” He watched curiously as Kate 
looked a question toward Claire, and Claire smiled in perfect 
understanding. 

Without a word, they left him in a corner near the door- 
way and joined the noisy crowd, edging forward until they 
occupied the center of the group. 

Kate began, “Is this the painting Le Figaro praised so 
highly? Poppy Field?” Innocently she swung an admiring 
gaze from the painting to Claire’s veil. | 

A man answered before Claire could speak, “This is the 
Poppy Field, if those splotches dare be labeled poppies.” He 
snickered. “But no one has seen fit to praise it.” 

“You're mistaken, monsieur,” Claire replied in tones of 
quiet ‘authority. “I distinctly recall a glowing review only a 
few days past. And one can certainly see what so vividly 
impressed the reviewer. Each visit, I discover something new 
and exciting in this work. The brilliance of color quite takes 
the breath away!” There could be no doubting the sincerity 
of Claire’s admiration; she stared at the painting as if feasting 
a parched spirit. 

A woman standing on Kate’s left turned from Claire and 
peered harder at the canvas. 

“I believe Le Figaro made a point of favorably comparing 
the luminescent quality to past painters of note. The reviewer 
insists Hercule Pignalle has earned a spot among the mas- 
ters.” Kate’s voice lifted, underscoring Pig’s name, her tone 
carrying. | 

“Pignalle!” a woman twittered. “I’ve heard of him. He’s 
one of those—what do you call them?—little people, isn’t he?” 

Claire’s eyes chilled, sparking ice behind the netting. “But 
a giant before the canvas, madame, as anyone with eyes can 
see.” The woman tossed her head and colored. “Only genius 
can ripple wind into paint and place movement across a flat 
surface.” 
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“Or stuff a cow into a woman’s skin.” Someone laughed. A 
finger stabbed mockingly toward the bending woman. 

“That shouldn’t be so difficult, monsieur,” Kate snapped. 
“All around me stand hyenas masquerading as men.” The 
crowd laughed and slid amused smiles toward a man whose 
face reddened alarmingly. He collected the woman at his side 
and retreated in tight-lipped anger. Kate turned to Claire. 
“Have you looked your fill for today?” she inquired sweetly. 

“I can never stay as long as I please.” Claire pouted. “But 
I suppose we must tour the other rooms. Though the collec- 
tion pales next to M. Pignalle’s genius. Such perfection! Such 
color and expression!” Reluctantly she allowed Kate to lead 
her toward the doorway and a small collapsed figure wiping 
tears of laughter from a gasping face. 

Before they hooked his arms and pulled Pignalle into the O 
room, they overheard a man musing thoughtfully, “Well, if 
Le Figaro likes it...” 

When Pignalle recovered enough to speak, he fanned his 
hat before a flushed face and blinked at them through damp 
eyes. “You were both .. . simply incredible. Remind me to 
buy you the best dinner. in Paris.” A deep chuckle began at 
his knees and rumbled past his beard. “ ‘Is this the painting 
Le Figaro praised so highly?’” he quoted, leaning helplessly 
against some luckless hopeful’s masterpiece. 

““Hyenas masquerading as men,’ ” Claire grinned. 

“*You are mistaken, monsieur...’” 

“ ‘Le Figaro commented favorably . . 

“ “Well, if Le Figaro likes it...’” - 

Knowing they created a spectacle, ‘they earnestly tried to 
control peals of. muffled laughter, but could not. Kate wilted 
beneath an elderly woman’s sniff of disapproval, feeling a 
wash of embarrassed pink heat her cheeks. Desperately she 
tried holding her breath and refusing to look at Claire or Pig- 
nalle. But nothing helped. She dissolved into fresh gales of 
laughter as Claire found it necessary to restrain Pignalle from 
returning and announcing he was the genius so beloved by Le 
Figaro. Pointing a finger toward the ceiling, he charged forth. 
“And anyone who disagrees earns a P on his behind!” he bel- 
lowed, reaching for his cane. Laughing, Claire spun him back 
into the O room. 

And nearly into the arms of two impeccably dressed 
gentlemen. “Good Lord, Pig.” The youngest grinned. “What 
sort of ruckus are you fomenting now?” Though he addressed 
Pignalle, his interest centered on Kate and Claire. He exam- 
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ined them with professional eyes, returning again and again 
to Kate’s laughter-flushed face. 

Pressing a handkerchief to his lips, Pignalle waved weakly. 
“The Poppy Field .. .” He loosened his cravat and fanned 
his throat. “These ladies ... they . . .” Bursting into laugh- 
ter, he bent into the handkerchief, whooping and choking. | 

The younger man watched, smiling. “We viewed it earlier. 
A marvelous piece of work, Pig, the best ‘you’ve done. Zola 
saw it yesterday and plans a favorable review in—” 

Pignalle nodded hysterically. “Le Figaro! ... High praise!” 
Lacking a place to sit, he leaned against the wall, his small 
palm slipping between two frames. 

“The last time I recall your being this impolite, Pig, you 
had just hurled a stool through the window of a certain bis- 
tro—where you are no longer welcome.” The man grinned, 
turning to Kate and Claire. “As this imp is too overcome to 
introduce us, may 1 take the liberty of presenting M. 
Edouard Manet ...” The older, balding gentleman bowed 
‘above Claire’s glove. “And I am Auguste Renoir, at your 
service.” He brushed the tips of Kate’s fingers to his lips. 

Struggling, Pignalle rose to the occasion. “These enchant- 
ing creatures are Mme. Blanchard, Neil’s new wife, and Mme. 
Grant, her companion.” 

At the mention of Neil’s name, a cloud veiled the eyes of 
both men, and they exchanged a rapid glance. Then Renoir 
smiled. “All Paris will envy M. Blanchard.” | 

Kate blushed prettily and looked aside, the laughter fading 
from her lips.as she understood these men knew her husband. 
It was inconceivable to hope they were unaware of Gyp. It 
shouldn’t matter, Kate thought as her heart plummeted, she 
shouldn’t care so much what other people thought. But she 
did. She did. | 

Manet bowed low. “Welcome to Paris, madame. The ac- 
cent is American, is it not?” 

Kate swallowed the lump-of prideful anxiety and forced 
her chin to rise. With Claire’s tactful aid, she briefly outlined 
her background, her confidence returning as she spoke. 
Renoir and Manet impressed Kate as men of charm and in- 
tellect; their obvious good manners would forbid any refer- 
ence to her personal triangle. 

And, as if they sensed her discomfort, each extended con- 
siderable effort in putting her unnamed fears at ease. Gradu- 
ally Kate relaxed beneath their frankly admiring glances and 
extravagant compliments. She had no objection when Renoir 
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invited the Pignalle party to join them, and they strolled 
through other rooms, chatting and smiling as if they had all 
known one another for years. 

Throughout the following hour, Renoir, Manet, and Pig- 
nalle argued companionably concerning the merits of various 
exhibits and competed to justify their opinions to Kate and 
Claire. Listening and observing, Kate couldn’t help noticing 
the men considered themselves as equal; neither Renoir nor 
Manet made any concession to Pignalle’s size. In their eyes, 
he clearly stood as tall as any man. As indeed he did. 

The afternoon passed in a whirl of colorful sensation and 
pleasant banter, shared smiles and stimulating discussion, 
ending all too soon. 

“T can’t say I’m sorry to bid you gentlemen adieu,” Pignalle 
grinned. “Mme. Grant and Mme. Blanchard have shown 
graciousness beyond belief in tolerating your boorishness. ’m 
certain they'll be much relieved to return selely to my com- 
pany.” Claire laughed, and Kate murmured blushing protests. 

Manet smiled, his thin mouth nearly hidden in a bush of 
mustache and beard. “Only you, Pig, would consider yourself 
worthy of a beauty for each arm.” 

“Of course. They are lucky to have me.” Pignalle 
straightened to his full height, the top of his eae on a level 
with Kate’s nose. He lifted a jaunty eyebrow in a parody of 
urbane arrogance. 

Renoir laughed. “And only you, Pig, would dare claim a 
mastery of color, then appear in public dressed like a mad 
palette.” 

Pignalle touched the lapels of his rust-colored coat and 
frowned down at the purple sash. “What’s wrong with this 
ensemble?” he demanded. “I coordinated it myself!” 

“So we guessed.” Manet chuckled. 

Renoir bowed before Kate. “Pig would be advised to fol- 
low Mme. Blanchard’s example. The most beautiful effect is 
often the quietly understated.” 

Kate blushed uncomfortably under his openly appraising 
stare. 

“Mme. Blanchard,” Renoir continued, his dark eyes study- 
ing her thoughtfully, “one day I would very much like to do 
your portrait.” 

Kate dropped her eyes and twisted the handle of her 
parasol, uncertain how to respond. She wished she knew 
more about the state of Neil’s relationship with other painters. 
“I’m not a model, monsieur,” she murmured. 
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“May I?” he asked, reaching. Gently he tilted her face to 
the light, cool fingers cupping her chin, intense eyes tracking 
the curve of her cheekbones. “Beautiful,” he whispered. 

“Take your hands off my wife, Renoir, or FU kill you 
where you stand!” 

They all jumped and spun toward an ugly voice. Neil stood 
behind them, shaking in fury, his eyes blazing icy hatred. 
Wearing a paint-splattered jacket and soiled trousers, he was 
as out-of-place here as he had been on the docks at Le 
Havre, a misfit among silk top hats and flowing black tails. 

Renoir’s hand dropped; he leaned into a chilly bow. “I 
hope to persuade Madame to pose. No offense is intended, I 
assure you.” 

Neil thrust between Kate and Auguste Renoir, forcing each 
backward. “This woman is my property!” he spat. “If anyone 
has the talent to paint her, it’s me, and I'll do so when ['m 
ready. In the meantime, if you have anything to say, you 
speak to me! Is that understood?” 

“Blanchard,” Manet interjected, reaching out a hand, 
“vou're creating a situation where none exists. I think—” 

“Stay out of this, Manet! This isn’t Tortoni’s and I’m not 
one of your slavering hangers-on. Neil Blanchard doesn’t 
quiver and drool when the great Manet deigns to speak!” 

Manet withdrew his glove and pressed his lips, blue eyes 
frosting. 

Renoir bowed first to Claire, then to Kate, his jaw knot- 
ting. “If I have given offense, I beg pardon.” He inclined his 
head to Pig; then he and Manet stepped stiffly into the flow 
of people. | 

“Blanchard .. .” Pig began, his heavy eyebrows drawing 
in angry surprise. “You don’t have so many friends that you 
can afford to—-” 

“Shut up, Pig, this is none of your business!” Neil’s fingers 
bruised into Kate’s arm as she stared upward into his pale 
face. In a voice loud enough to be overheard by curious pass- 
ersby, he hissed, “Don’t you ever do this again! When I walk 
through my door, J want you there or a damn good reason 
why not. And if I ever again catch you with another man, Ill 
kill you both! You go nowhere, do nothing, without my per- 
mission, and don’t you ever forget it!” 

Kate’s mouth dried to ash, and she shrank from the horri- 
fied expressions drawing Claire and Pignalle’s faces. She 
nodded wildly, knowing she would have agreed to anything 
rather than continue the scene they were making. Lowering 
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her head in scarlet humiliation, Kate submitted without re- 
sistance as Neil jerked her through the rooms and corridors. 

Outside, Neil pointed furiously to a hired carriage, and 
Kate entered blindly, blinking past a sheen of embarrassment. 
Pignalle and Claire silently occupied the facing seat, studying 
their hands, the floor, the passing buildings, looking anywhere 
but into Neil’s brooding scowl. 

The ride was painfully quiet, and all were relieved to ar- 
rive at the iron gate. 

“Upstairs,” Neil muttered tersely after lifting Kate to the 
walk: his narrowed gaze seemed to include everyone. It oc- 
curred to Kate that he intended to lecture them all. 

Drawing a breath, Claire stiffened her carriage and spoke 
in a low, calm voice for the first time since Neil’s appearance. 
“I am a guest in your house, monsieur, not a prisoner. This 
gentleman has promised me dinner, and I intend to have it.” 
She offered her arm to Pignalle, who bowed and tucked her 
glove around his sleeve. 

“Charmed,” Pignalle murmured, casting a glance of sym- 
pathy toward Kate’s white face. “The Lionne is not what [d 
intended, but it will serve. And the walk will be of benefit, 
madame.” Immediately they set off down the hill without a 
backward glance, disapproval evident in their rigid spines and 
short hurried steps. , * 

Neil watched them go, his teeth grinding. Fists opened and 
clenched at his sides as he turned toward Kate. “Inside,” he 
ordered curtly. “If you’re so damned anxious to pose, 
madame, you can pose for your husband. That is, if you 
remember you have one.” . 

His unfairness stung bitterly. Only Violette’s curious face 
appearing above the laundry line stayed Kate’s tongue. It 
wasn’t she who forgot her marriage -vows; it was not Kate 
who dashed to a lover’s arms before dinner settled. She knew 
her place. Oh, yes, she knew it with every dismal breath. 
Clamping her lips, she rushed up the staircase and into the 
studio, whirling angrily to confront him. But the rage conitort- 
ing his expression froze the words in her throat. : 

Striding directly to the worktable, Neil hurled tubes of 
paint against the wall until he located those he wanted. Then, 
working in short jerky movements, he arranged a wheel of 
color around the pallette. Finished, he swung and jabbed a 
finger toward the chaise longue atop the platform. “You want 
to pose? Then pose,” he snarled. Bending, he shuffled through 
a stack of paintings, sending frames flying until he found the 
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scene of Gyp laying naked with the man tightening a noose 
about her slender neck. Throwing an easel together, Neil 
propped. the canvas before the platform. “Take off your 
clothes,” he commanded. ’ 

Horrified, Kate stood as though rooted to the floor. She 
lifted a shaking hand to her throat as black dots speckled 
across her vision. 

“No,” she whispered, strangling. “Please, Neil. No.” 

He advanced on her, face furious and threatening, and 
Kate hastily stepped backward, her swimming eyes wide and 
pleading. 

“Take those clothes off or [ll rip them off!’ 


12 : 
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Nem ARRANGED HER ON THE chaise longue, his hands rough 
and exacting. A Jength of maroon velvet wound between her 
bare legs, her arms stretched above her head. Acid tears 
streaked Kate’s cheeks when he tilted her chin backward, and 
she squeezed her wet lashes together rather than endure 
seeing him examine her nakedness. 

Even after she heard him return to the easel, Kate couldn’t 
bear to open her eyes; she felt the intense focus of his 
concentration probing’ her body. Shame quivered along her 
full breasts, her trembling thighs, her outstretched arms. Her 
heart and mind withered in anguish. 

Frozen, she lay as rigid as an ice carving, not warmed by 
dozens of candles surrounding the chaise; even her breath 
stilled. Shock had blanked her thoughts—she couldn’t think 
past the next second, didn’t wonder how Neil would blend 
her own lush curves onto the long, lithe body of Gyp. She re- 
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mained as he’d positioned her, listening to her thready heart- 
beat and wishing each breath would be her last, praying this 
infamy would end. 3 

But people did not die of shame, though they might desire 
it with every shuddering breath. One hour passed, then an- 
other, and Kate’s body numbed and shook with fatigue. Once 
she thought an opening door broke the chill silence of her 
mind, widening a crack, then hastily closing, but she 
tightened her dark lashes and didn’t look. Didn’t dare move. 

Before the platform, Neil muttered and cursed, throwing 
down brushes and knives, stepping through the litter, moving 
forward, attacking the canvas in wild frenzy. Time slowed 
and lost meaning. And Kate began to hallucinate, believing 
she had always lain naked before a stranger’s eyes and always 
would; this was eternal hell, the degradation shouted from a 
million Sunday pulpits. World without end, amen. 

When he finally addressed her, she didn’t respond. A thou- 
sand pricking needles stabbed up and down her arms; her 
legs shook uncontrollably. The candles had burned lower, a 
few guttering in flickering pools; thick darkness lay outside 
the ring of light. Beyond her quivering eyelids, beyond the 
candles, she felt the bare room as a focus of barren thoughts. 

Then a hand touched her taut skin, and Kate smothered a 
sudden terrified scream. Her nerves shrieked and her eyes 
flew wide, flaring at the contrast of light and deep shadow. 
Above her, Neil’s stare blazed triumph and a string of bab- 
bling words issued from the center of his beard. “It’s done!” 
Falling beside the chaise, he buried his head between her 
breasts, the unexpected contact forcing a horrified gasp from 
Kate’s frozen lips. “It’s finished, Gyp, and it’s good! It’s won- 
derful!” 

Kate’s flesh constricted, shrinking from his touch. “It... 
it’s not Gyp, it’s Kate. Kate,” she whispered. 

But he didn’t hear her. Muffled words poured between her 
breasts, and, his golden hair pressed against her skin, she 
could feel his lips, damp, moving. | 

Clenching her teeth and closing her eyes, Kate frantically 
sought a dwindling rationale, battling a fierce urge to wrench 
from his embrace, wanting more than anything to release a 
spasm of loathing in hammering fists and kicking feet. She 
fought to remain still until he came to his senses, but a tide 
of revulsion swelled and burst through her flimsy restraint. 
Her arms flew up and shoved hard against his shoulders; she 
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twisted violently, attempting to free herself. “Let me gol 
Please let me go!” 

His head lifted as his arms tightened. “Please, Gyp, not 
tonight, please don’t fight me tonight, it isn’t what I want.” A 
liquid pleading softened his glazed blank eyes, revealing a 
vulnerability Kate didn’t want to see. “Gyp, don’t make me 
angry. Stop this!” 

Everything sensible warned Kate to lie still until he had time 
to ascend from the depths of artistic immersion and under- 
stand who wrestled in his arms. It would happen soon, surely, 
in seconds. A fragment of Kate’s confused and frightened 
mind comprehended, but even so, she could not halt the igni- 
tion of fear exploding the need to escape, superseding all 
logic. 

‘Whimpering, she thrashed and fought to break from his 
circling embrace, kicking and scratching, craving solitude and 
clothing as a suffocating man craves air. She was driven to 
cover her nakedness, it was absolutely necessary, and the 
longer he touched her, the more urgent became the need to 
escape his bruising hands and the liquor-hot breath tainting 
her skin. And the harder she resisted him, the further reality 
receded behind his wild eyes. , 

His mouth formed an ugly twist, and he pushed her bru- 
tally against the chaise. A broken spring ground painfully 
into her flesh. “If that’s how you want it, bitch!’ he hissed, 
panting. His hand flashed, striking hard across Kate’s cheek, 
throwing her head forcefully to one side. Black hair flew, and 
she screamed, the fear, the terrible fear, icing her body. 

“No,” she cried, her face throbbing where he’d struck her. 
“No! The fury in his face shocked her to immobility, and 
she understood in that instant that he would rape her. 

His hand flashed back and blurred forward, cracking 
across tender flesh, and this time Kate remained where she 
fell, breast heaving, tiny sounds bubbling past her lips. Terri- 
fied, she realized he lived in a world of madness. The woman 
he attacked was not Kate; the legs he forced apart were not 
her own. 

But the pain was. She screamed as white dry pain ripped 
through her body and he battered into. her, punishing, plung- 
ing like a demon stallion. It went on and on, brutal and 
joyless, until he finally released a howling passion into her 
body. It was not Kate’s name he gasped in the final moment. 

When the assault ended, finally ended, and he panted for 
breath on the chaise beside her, one arm flung over. his eyes, 
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Kate stared unblinking at the ceiling, stunned, and hot tears 
silently slipped over ashen cheeks. One of the candles flick- 
ered and died. With all her heart she wished the others would 
die as well. 

Slowly, too nauseous to risk looking at him, Kate moved 
her aching body, bending for the maroon velvet on the floor. 
She wound the material around her bruised breasts and 
aching thighs, then padded silently across the studio, retriev- 
ing her clothing, yearning for darkness. Inside Claire’s room 
Kate wiped her face, then dropped a nightgown over her 
head and curled into a trembling ball on Claire’s bed. “This 
is a nightmare,” she whispered through chattering teeth. She 
rocked back and forth praying this was the truth. “Please, 
God, it’s time for me to wake. Please.” 

But none of the false assurances drove the pain from her 
legs and breasts. A dark bruise bordered her left eye; her 
body was sore and cold. Used. Kate tightened her arms 
around her knees and felt the dampness of anguish wet her 
lashes. If there was anyplace to run to, any hope of escape 
... But there wasn’t. Even if a mound of coins suddenly ap- 
peared at her feet, even if Neil ordered: her to leave, where 
could she go? 

“Kate?” 

Kate opened her eyes to darkness; the remaining candles 
had guttered. Dim starlight pushed feebly at the shadows, but 
it was enough to recognize his profile outlined in the cur- 
tained doorway, and she jerked tighter into the ball, willing 
him to'vanish, to drop into the black evil chasm from which 
he’d emerged. “Go away!” she whispered against her knees, 
the sound muffled and afraid. 

“Kate, I have to talk to you.” He didn’t wait for.permis- 
sion, and she was reminded how little her wishes counted for 
anything—as if she needed further proof. He entered and 
dropped to the edge of the bed, his head falling forward into 
his hands. “IT... . I’m sorry for what just happened.” 

Kate couldn’ t speak. She burrowed tighter into herself, 
knowing she’d- scream if he touched her again. Feeling him 
near her, she shivered with fear and abhorrence. Deep inside 
her mind, Kate heard Black Jack boasting the virtues of his 
lovely daughter, and she wanted to weep and beat the 
mattress in shame. What would her father say now? If Black 
Jack knew her innocence had been ravaged not once but 
twice, what would he think of her now? Aching tears wet the 
gown stretched taut over her knees. When she thought of the 
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hours she’d worried, wondering if Neil would notice her lack 
of virginity . .. and then he’d been like a rutting animal, in- 
capable of noticing anything. Oh, God! 

“IT promise you .. . I'll never touch you again. I mean it, 
Kate. Dow’t be afraid of me; I won’t hurt you.” His low voice 
shock with emotion; he might have been an entirely different 
person than the man of a few minutes earlier. “Whether you 
believe this or not, I care too much to ever subject you to 
... torape... ever again.” 

Kate pressed her wet cheek into her knee, tears flowing 
silently. She utterly rejected anything he said. He’d forget his 
promises when the madness came over him again, as it 
would. It most surely would. 

“Look ...I1... This marriage was a mistake ... for 
both of us. You don’t deserve any of this.” His hands fell 
limply between his legs, and he tilted his head toward the 
ceiling. “I thought ... in New York you and I.began some- 
thing that might have worked . . . if things could only have 
been different. If we had the money I thought you had. If 
there wasn’t a Gyp. I know you don’t understand . . . Christ, 
I don’t understand it myself! But Gyp . . . she’s like a devil 
clawing the inside of my mind. I hate what she’s doing to me, 
to my work, but God in heaven, I can’t give her up!” He 
struck the bed a massive blow. “I can’t let her go! I’ve tried!” 
Shadows flew upward, and he buried his hands in his hair, 
groaning. “I can’t work, I can’t think! Every minute, I won- 
der what she’s doing, where she is, who the bitch might be 
smiling at! It’s driving me crazy. Crazy!” | ) 

Hesitantly Kate slowly unfolded, pullingagainst the head- 
board, keeping her knees tight to her chest and away from 
him. She stared through the blanket of darkness, not seeing 
but sensing the anguish blinding his features, feeling black 
waves of torment. She exhaled softly then, and bowed her 
head, letting go of the hatred. His agony dwarfed her own 
emotions. She’d recognized this in his paintings; now she 
heard it confirmed in his whisper, read the pain slumping his 
thin shoulders. rrr 

He dropped his head, long fingers digging at his temples. “I 
know you don’t believe I feel anything for you. But I do. 
When I saw Renoir touching you .. . something exploded 
inside. I wanted to kill him!” 

“Neil, he didn’t do anything-—” 

“I know that!” He fought to control his voice. “But he 
dared to touch you! No man has that right! You belong to 
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mel” Neil jerked forward, and Kate cringed from the raw 
emotion searing the space between them. 

When she was certain he didn’t intend to touch her, she 
shifted against the headboard. “I don’t understand.” Bewilder- 
ment cracked her soft voice. “I try, but ... you say I belong 
to you as if it mattered, but, Neil we don’t know each other, 
we don’t have any feelings for each other, you behave as if 
| eg 

“I know! I know!” Unable to sit, he sprang up-and leaned 
his forehead against the wall. “How can I make you under- 
stand? Before you, I had nothing in this whole rotting world 
that anyone might envy. Not this pigsty studio, not my work. 
No one sees the brilliance in what I’m doing, ‘they’re all 
mired in yesterday’s thinking!” His voice strangled. “People 
laughed at my canvases, debt collectors hounded me, Gyp 
was driving me crazy. Then you came. And yes, even without. 
the money, you were like having a jewel dropped in my lap, 
something the rest of the world would envy. Something good 
and lovely and mine. Mine.” He stood very still, his forehead 
grinding against the boards, his body quivering. “Sometimes I 
think I’m losing my mind,” he whispered. “Everything is rot- 
ting. Crumbling into decay. Yet when I paint what I see or I 
try to explain . .. they stare like ’'m mad!” Without moving 
he tensed, growing rigid. “Do you see rot? When you lock 
into a face, do you see it decomposing against the bones?” 

Kate wet her lips, straining to see him. Tremors of revul- 
sion rose along her skin as his words called to mind the hor- 
rors he painted. 

“Do you?” 

“I... No, Neil ... no, I don’t see people rotting.” 

He struck the wall, rattling the planks. “There! You see? I 
do! I see flesh turning green and putrid as I watch. And I 
don’t know why!” His shout trailed to a moan. “I don’t know 
why... .” : 

Thick silence enclosed Kate like a fist, squeezing the air 
from her lungs, hurting. “Neil...” . 

“ve written my father again and again,. did you know 
that?” He spoke softly to. the wall. “But the son of a bitch 
doesn’t answer. I don’t know if he bothers to read my letters. 
The last time I was home, in New York, I showed him some 
of my best work. I wanted him to understand why I have to 
paint. I wanted him to see those canvases, then tell me it was 
all right not to step into his shoes. All he ever talked about 
was the bank, the goddamned bank, from the time I was in 
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short pants. Well, he looked at the canvases, all right, and do 
you know what he said?” 

“No,” Kate whispered. Her body ached when she moved. 

Neil’s fists rose beside his head. “He spit! He said I painted 
abominations. Garbage! He pretended he didn’t recognize any 
of it, not even the landscapes. ‘Slime,’ he said. And he rushed 
out of the room like it was contaminated with some stinking 
disease.” Neil’s fists scraped down the boards. “He said he 
wouldn’t waste another cent, not one penny. If I wanted to 
scrawl obscenities in Paris, I would do it without his money. 
Without his support. Without his name. He demanded I 
change my name! ‘Don’t defile the Blanchard name!’” He 
turned then, his back sagging against the wall as he slid to 
the floor. 

Tides of agony broke against the curtains, rebounding in- 
ward to batter and erode. “Oh, Neil...” 

“He’s killing me. He and Gyp. They are killing me in 
small pieces. Sucking my life. I can’t be what they want me 
to be! Both of them would rather see me dead or insane than 
let me go my own way.” 

Kate covered her face, unable to bear the slumped misery 
hugging the wall. Echoes of the man she’d first known rose in 
memory, 2 man who had hinted at living within himself, but 
not like this, not suffering like this. He had no safe place, 
none at all. 

Lifting her head, Kate leaned back against the headboard 
and stared into the darkness through blurred eyes. mel her 
arms opened. “Neil . 

He didn’t respond; ‘then he understood and came to her 
with a cry, burying his face in her neck. Kate closed her 
arms, rocking him as tears slipped down her cheeks. She 
patted his thin shoulders, tried to offer comfort, all the while 
knowing it was impossible. She stroked his hair, feeling his 
arms curl limply about her waist. 

“Would it help if I left? If Claire and I returned to New 
York?” The words came from the top of her head, with no 
real planning behind them, with no thought as to how she 
could survive with no money, no prospects. “Then you and 
Gyp ...at least one problem might be solved.” 

“No!” His head shot up, he stared at her. “You still don’t 
understand, do you? You can’t leave, even if there was pas- 
sage money, you can’t go, because you belong to me! You 
are the only decent thing in this stinking life! I don’t see the 
rot when I look at you! When I look at your beauty... 
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sometimes I can believe the craziness will end one day. One 
day Gyp will leave once and for all and I won't care . 
one day my father will accept me and send us money to live 
on. When these things happen, Kate, then we'll work every- 
thing out!” His arms tightened, and he pressed his forehead 
into her shoulder. “Please try to understand . . . you are my 
only hope.” He repeated it. “The one thread clinging to san- 
ity.” 

“, . . even if there was passage money. . .” he’d said. 
Kate swallowed. “Sometimes I... you frighten me.” 

He pushed up, searching her wide eyes. “Don’t you think I 
frighten myself? Don’t you think I feel sick when I do 
something like I just did to you? A terrible rage gnaws my 
mind, does things deep inside! Sometimes when Gyp and I 
- +. Sometimes I think how easy, how right it would feel just 
to reach up and snap her neck.” -His hands convulsed, open- 
ing and closing. “And then it would be all over. I’d be free!” 
A shudder shot through his body, and his voice sank to a 
groan. “You don’t know the degradation, you can’t even 
imagine it. And sometimes I crave what she does and some- 
times I want to kill her for it. She makes me do things 
that—” 

Kate didn’t want to know. “Shhh. Don’t talk about it 
now.” She pulled his head onto her shoulder, rocked him like 
a sick child. “Shhh. Don’t think about those things now.” 

“There isn’t any money left. It’s all gone, she—” _ 

“I know, I know. Shhh.” But Kate’s eyes closed above his 
hair. She hadn’t known. Suspected, yes, feared it, but she had 
prayed she was wrong. Her thoughts traveled to the stacks of 
paintings ringing the studio. If Neil couldn’t sell them are, 
and if Gyp had spent the money .. . what would they do? 
She wrenched her mind from green-and-black oozing phan- 
toms and. concentrated on his infrequent landscapes and still 
lifes. Surely some could: be sold. 

“After this month, we’ll be on credit again, and—” 

“Shhh. Something will work out.” She couldn't imagine 
where the brave words sprang from, out of some hidden 
Strength she hadn’t suspected. 

Gradually Neil relaxed in her arms; in a short while his 
head lay heavily against her shoulder, and she knew he’d 
found a brief peace in sleep. 

She didn’t try to guess how long she held him—until her 
arms ached and her mind demanded release. Carefully she 
eased him to the bed and stretched beside him, Staring up 
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into the darkness. Warm silent tears slipped beneath her 
lashes. What would happen to them? Did Gyp suffer the 
same poisons as Neil? Although she doubted it, Kate fer- 
vently hoped so. A wave of hatred swept her expression. If 
Gyp suffered, at least she suffered in comparative luxury. 
How many gowns had Kate’s inheritance put on Gyp’s back? 
How many stylish hats and leather gloves and jeweled trin- 
kets? Forcing her eyes shut, Kate wrapped her arms around 
Neil’s whimpering form, adjusting her aching body gingerly, 
and she tried to sleep. 

In the morning, he’d gone. Kate woke alone in Claire’s 
bed, off balance and wrapped in deep depression. Daylight 
did little to chase the despairs of the night; if anything, she 
thought the sunshine made everything worse somehow. Kate 
pulled up against a mound of pillows and stared at the blan- 
kets as Claire bustled past the curtains, still clad in the 
green-and-white-striped taffeta. 

Sitting on the edge of the bed, Claire extended a cup. 
“How are you feeling?” Green eyes touched the swelling near 
Kate’s eye, but she tactfully refrained from direct comment. 

Kate tasted the hot coffee. “I’ve felt better,” she admitted 
with a ghost of a smile. “Where did you stay the night?” She 
had completely forgotten Claire, and the realization raised 
guilt in her tired eyes. 

Claire smiled and lifted her cup. “I stayed with Pig.” 
Watching Kate’s eyes widen, she laughed. “No, not like that, 
for heaven’s sake. Above the studio. He has a guest room— 
with honest-to-goodness walls.” Her eyes swept the curtains. 

“A guest room?” Kate’s eyebrow climbed, and she winced, 
touching her eye carefully. She’d never thought to imagine 
how Pig lived. 

“Yes.” Claire smiled. “Our genius friend lives very well. 
He employs a cook and an ancient butler, both live-in.” 

Silently Kate listened as Claire described Pignalle’s lodg- 
ings, but her mind slid in another direction, and she lowered 
her face. “Claire, did you .. . did you return here at all last 
night?” A memory of an opening door painted Kate’s cheeks. 

‘Claire’s face sobered, and she glanced away. “For a mo- 
ment.” She drew a breath. “Everything was dark.” Mustering 
a smile, she stroked Kate’s bowed head. “It occurred to me 
that you and Neil haven’t had a moment’s privacy since the 
wedding. When Pig offered his hospitality . . .” She shrugged. 

And Kate understood they would not discuss the scene 
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with Renoir, nor would Claire pry into what had happened 
when Kate and Neil were finally alone. 

“Everything between Neil and Gyp is exactly like you 
guessed,” Kate blurted in a small voice. “And the money is 
gone. Next month we’ll be on credit.” 

Claire nodded and’ sighed. Her hand touched her cheek, 
then dropped, and she folded her fingers in her lap. “If my 
being here is a burden, Kate, I can leave.” 

_ “Go?” Kate’s head snapped. | 

Studying her hands, Claire answered evenly, “There are al- 
ways places for women to go.” Her fingers returned to her 
cheek, covered the scar. 

“As long as I have a home, such as it is, so do you!” Kate 
leaned forward, nearly spilling the coffee. “Neil didn’t say a 
word about your leaving, believe. me, Claire, he didn’t! He 
knows how I feel about you!” 

“I don’t want to make things harder for you.” 

“Oh, Claire, you don’t. You’re the only thing that makes 
my life bearable. Don’t talk about leaving, I beg you.” 

“You're certain?” 

“Yes!” 

Claire nodded. She rose then and unbuttoned her jacket, 
reaching for her old clothes on the peg. “Well, then, it’s time 
we got to work. We're running low on medium, and Neil 
wants more canvas stretched. Someone needs to go to the 
market. We still have to eat, apparently—Neil left a few 
francs in the sugar bowl. And don’t forget to buy candles.” 

“I’m the ‘someone,’ then?” Kate smiled. 

“You're it.” 

Kate climbed from the bed and stretched her sore body. 
Life always went on. Money or no money, Gyp or no Gyp, 
rape or no rape, life went on in little daily pieces. Medium 
and canvas, laundry and marketing, breathe in and breathe 
‘out. But she was Neil’s hope for the future; he’d told her so 
again and again. If she held that thought in the front of her 
mind, maybe she could use it to fight the fears of debt, of 
harm, of Neil himself. Maybe knowing he needed her would 
make life less bleak. 

But of course it didn’t help at all. One gray day blended 
into another as May rushed into June with no break in their 
situation. Often Kate wondered if she’d dreamed the night 
with Neil, both the terrible and the positive aspects. 

After a day or so, the confidences he'd disclosed might 
never have transpired, for all the difference it made between 
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them. Their daily routine continued unbroken: Neil worked 
and vanished and raged as if they had never spoken. Occa- 
sionally Kate caught him watching her with a softer gaze 
than before, but not often enough to create any real differ- 
ence in her life. He remained a stranger; they shared a room 
and a bed to sleep in, but nothing more. Her only indication. 
of an attempt to communicate lay in the work he produced. 
When the paintings emerged light and shining with color, 
Kate understood he underwent a temporary easing of his in- 
ner pain; when the subjects turned morbid and venomous, she 
knew the demons had returned. : 

Throughout these weeks, Kate seldom accepted invitations 
to join Claire and Pignalle at dinner; the Lionne and veal 
Gallois didn’t tempt her. Instead she remained in the studio, 
waiting, wanting to be there whenever Neil returned, hollow- 
eyed and gaunt from his trysts with Gyp. He’d made it clear 
he did not object to the outings with Pig, but still, if it 
helped, she wanted to be there for him. 

Sometimes he didn’t notice; other evenings he stared at her 
like a dying man hanging to one slender cord. Often it re- 
quired courage to wait. More than once he returned drunk 
and raving, coming after her with upraised hand, eyes burn- 
ing, vile obscenities snarling past his lips. 

“Neil, no! It’s. Kate! Kate, your wife!” She’d learned to 
hold her ground, though ‘her heart leaped wildly in her breast 
and she couldn’t prevent her arms rising to ward off the blow 
she continually expected. | 

But he would halt, eyes rolling, his hand shaking. “Kate?” 
His whisper strained. “Kate?” Then he would veer to the side 
and often attack his current work, slashing it to strings of ser- 
pentine with a palette knife. 

After these fits of violence, he usually vanished, often for 
as long as a week. Kate supposed he went back to Gyp, but 
she didn’t know for a fact. She did know the work he pro- 
duced during these periods was horrible. Gyp covered with 
oozing sores, open graves, giant maggots, the putrid underbelly 
of madness. He brought them home and Kate turned their 
faces to the wall, then busied herself over the scrub board 
outside in the courtyard sunshine, working until her hands 
chapped red and raw but no longer shook. 

By July she and Neil spoke to each other only when neces- 
sary. There was nothing to say. More and more frequently 
the sugar bowl was empty, and Kate saw nothing to be gained 
in raising the subject of money. There was none. And she 
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could think of no other common concern for discussion. She 
knew Neil was beside himself; she read his worry in his 
paintings and in his haggard face. For herself, Kate tried not 
to think where next week’s groceries would come from, and 
she tried not to pressure Neil by appearing anxious in his 
presence. Neither effort could be judged entirely successful. 

But she tried, she did what she could to pretend ail was 
well, even if some of the gestures were as small as placing a 
handful of stolen roses in a cracked glass, or serving dinner 
outside in the courtyard after the July sun had set. 

Neil seldom appeared for supper, so it surprised her when he 
unexpectedly appeared in the courtyard after a long absence. 
When he refused a dish of thin stew, Kate hurriedly cleared 
the plates and straightened the table: He did accept the glass of 
wine that Pignalle offered. 

“T’ve been explaining French ptlifics to the ladies.” Pig- 
nalle chuckled. “Can you imagine? They can’t make sense of 
Neil looked into the darkness. “Who can?” Instead of join- 
ing them at the table, he chose to sprawl along the bench 
shadows. He opened his collar against the evening heat. 
“Only Frenchmen understand French politics. And not very 
many of them.” 

Toying with her glass, Kate listened and watched covertly, 
attempting to gauge Neil’s disposition. Crickets fiddled in the 
outer darkness, and the goat wandered about the oak, picking 
through leftover stew. Across the courtyard and upstairs, Vio- 
lette’s shadow crossed before the shutters. Occasionally Vio- 
lette joined them, when the inside heat proved unbearable, 
but never when Pignalle visited. A condition suiting Pignalle 
admirably. 

Idly Kate waved a hand before her face; the heat made her 
feel a little queasy. She wondered uneasily why Neil had 
chosen to appear. The answer, she decided, would be re- 
vealed in good time. 

Neil listened to a continuation of Pignalle’s political lec- 
ture, sipping his wine, commenting infrequently. Not until all 
traces of sunset had been replaced by full darkness did Neil 
lean forward, his features illuminated by a candle flickering 
in the table center. “Pig, do you still want to paint my wife?” 

Pignalle smiled. “I would be deeply honored to have the 
opportunity.” His dark eyes twinkled toward Kate. “I’ve done 
-a small profile that turned out rather well. I keep telling her 
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she could be my masterpiece, but she only laughs. The child 
has no respect for genius.” 

For a long moment Neil’s gaze lingered on Kate, studying 
her reflectively as if attempting to imagine her lips with a 
laugh upon them. His stare returned to Pignalle. “Would you 
be willing to pay a model’s fee?” | 

Kate started. “We couldn’t charge Pig!” Pignaile ate with 
them at least once a week, taking Kate and Claire to the 
Lionne or inviting them to his home above his studio, or 
sharing their table here. He always insisted on paying, and 
never did he arrive without a bottle of good wine, a chunk of 
meat, or an armload of fresh vegetables. Without Pignalle’s 
assistance, Kate suspected there would have been many nights 
when she and Claire would have gone to bed hungry. Charg- 
ing Pig a model’s fee was inconceivable. | 

“Stay out of this, Kate,” Neil answered sharply. “We need 
the money, you know that.” His expression brooked no fur- 
ther interference. Kate bit her lip hard and faced into the 
darkness, shamed by the transaction taking place. “Well, Pig? 
Will you pay one franc an hour?” 

Pignalle’s small hands fluttered. “Of course.” His eyes 
turned professional and measuring, staring at Kate across the 
table. “I’m in the middle of a project now, but when I finish, 
I'd be delighted to work with Kate.” If he noticed the surge 
of angry embarrassed color climbing Kate’s cheeks, he tact- 
fully offered no comment. | 

“Good. She sits for Renoir tomorrow, and I’m working to 
set up some other commissions for her. Let me know when 
you're ready.” Neil placed his glass on the table and stood, 
avoiding Kate’s astonished gasp. 

“Renoir tomorrow? Neil?” Her hands gripped her napkin, 
and she looked up at him with pleading eyes. What was he 
doing? She. wasn’t a model, not an emotionless thing to be 
sold at will. 

Thrusting his hands deep into his pockets, Neil stared 
toward the goat. “Renoir agreed to pay. We need the money,” 
he repeated. “Be in his studio at eight o’clock tomorrow 
morning.” He wheeled then and kicked through the gate. it 
squealed shut behind him, and they listened as his footsteps 
receded down the hill. 

For a long moment no one spoke; then Kate blinked rap- 
idly, staring into her wineglass. “I wouldn’t have charged you, 
Pig.” 

“I know that.” Pignalle leaned to cover her hand. “What 
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you must remember is that no mode! poses free. I'd have to 
pay someone, it might as well be you. In fact, ['d a lot rather 
it was you.” He cleared his throat and exchanged a glance 
with Claire. “Now, as I was saying about Bonaparte and the 
tentacles of his notorious family .. .” 

- Kate heard nothing but a ringing in her head. Her mind 
leaped ahead to Renoir, then Pig, then heaven knew how 
many others. She began to see where the grocery money 
would come from, how they would survive the next few 
weeks. A few francs here and a few francs there. It occurred 
to her that she and Gyp had traded roles; Gyp played the 
part of the wife, comfortably ensconced in a chic apartment, 
while Kate would be selling her face, her person, for one 
franc an hour, working to support two households. 

She loathed the very idea of it. 

In the morning, feeling timid and embarrassed, Kate 
pushed through the door to Auguste Renoir’s studio and 
stood just inside, looking about uncertainly. Here the walls 
were whitewashed and clean, hung with golden examples of 
Renoir’s work and those of local artists. Kate recognized 
several small Manets as well as a Degas and a wild blur bear- 
ing Cézanne’s signature. A luminous still life bore a swirling 
P in the right corner. Large overhead windows washed the 
room in unwavering north light, and comfortable chairs were 
scattered about the space before the platform. Renoir’s studio 
was light and airy, and the odor of oils and turpentine and 
varnish didn’t seem oppressive but tangy and intriguing, sym- 
bols of the artistry emerging beneath a skilled brush. 

“Good morning.” Auguste Renoir bent over Kate’s shaking 
fingers. “Nervous? No need to be.” He led her past two 
studio helpers clad in spotless blue overalls, who glanced up 
before returning to the business of stretching and priming 
canvas and seeing that Renoir’s equipment was clean and 
ready. “Sit here.” He pointed to a low chair atop the plat- 
form. “For the next few days we'll work on preliminary 
sketches. A practice run, if you will.” 

Kate murmured something incoherent, and collapsed on the 
chair. 

He indicated a red circle painted at eye level on one of the 
walls and directed Kate to focus there. Then he seated him- 
self on a stool below the platform and opened a sketchbook. 
“T see an outdoor scene—you with your back to a tree and 
summer behind you. Flowers to the right and everything 
washed in golden sunlight.” As he talked, his long fingers flew 
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across the pages, Kate’s profile emerging in sharp detail. Ears 
and a nose and a nervous mouth appeared in the margins 
beside hands and shoulders. “Try to relax .. . that’s right. 
Do you always wear black, or do you agree something lighter 
might be better for this painting?” He glanced up, then down 
at his pad, fingers rushing across the page. 

Kate wet her lips. “Black is all I have.” She held her head 
rigid, but her mind raced. A thousand variations unreeled 
across her thoughts, showing possible confrontations between 
Neil and this man. She wondered how Neil had dared ap- 
proach him and how they had settled their differences. Only 
one thing was certain: she felt.a deep outpouring of gratitude 
that he went straight to work, keeping the conversation on 4 
strictly professional level, without attempting to draw her into 
perenne or referring in any way to the fact they’d met be- 

ore. 

“Then black will have to do.” Eyes concentrating, he re- 
created her jawline. “Or maybe I'll give you something blue.” 
His gaze settled on her smoky eyes. “Oui, I think perhaps 
blue is your color. Wear what you like—I’ll make it blue in 
the painting.” 

Kate opened her lips, remembering the blue tulle in the 
bottom of her trunk; then she closed her mouth, and an ex- 
‘pression of pain darkened her eyes. No, she’d not wear Link 
Reynolds’ gown to earn a few francs. Whenever her fingers 
chanced to brush against the tulle, or she glimpsed it, her 
heart contracted. The gown had become symbolic of a lost | 
life, of dreams that had died. Of a man who. . . No, she 
could not wear Link Reynolds’ gift. Besides, the black had 
become part of her, so much at one with her life that she 
scarcely noticed anymore. 

Renoir flipped a page, and an hour later Kate’s hands cov- 
ered several sheets in a variety of positions. And through it 
all he maintained a steady stream of impersonal conversation, 
following snatches of an idea, then swinging into another top- 
ic, paying no attention to what fell from his lips, but intense 
concentration to what jumped to life beneath his fingertips. 
He didn’t appear to expect or want answers to questions or 
comments. Once Kate opened her lips to request a drink of 
water, but his dark eyes snapped and he sharply ordered 
silence without appearing to be aware he’d done so. 

At the close of two hours a studio boy tapped Renoir’s 
shoulder, and he looked around in surprise. “Already?” He 
laid aside the sketchbook and stretched. “Up.” He smiled. 
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“Stand up and move around a little. It isn’t easy sitting so 
still, is it? I forget. One must control and relax muscles at the 
same instant. But you’re doing fine, madame, fine.” 

After offering Kate a glass of chilled wine, Renoir moved 
to greet friends who had drifted in while he worked. No one 
had dared interrupt. Instead they whispered in the back- 
ground and sipped wine and picked at an array of food over 
a generous buffet. 

Feeling awkward and absolutely certain every person in the 
studio knew her husband had sold her services, Kate remained 
near the platform and far from curious murmuts. She knew 
they watched her, heard someone inquire the name of Re- 
noir’s new model. She released a sigh of relief when Renoir in- 
dicated she should resume her pose, then dragged his stool to a 
fresh angle. “Good,” he announced after another two hours. 
“This will do for today.” He studied the sketches. “An excel- 
lent beginning. You have a face created for immortality. The 
day after tomorrow, we'll move to watercolor, and next 
week we'll begin in oil.” For a brief second he examined her 
curiously; then he bowed, and she fled the studio. 

But by the end of the first week Kate had grown comfort- 
able enough with her new role that she largely ignored the 
people constantly surrounding Renoir, stopping to watch as 
he worked or nibbling from his buffet. She relaxed against the 
trunk of a leafy chestnut outside Renoir’s studio and let her 
mind drift to daydreams of days long past. Delighted, Renoir 
praised her as a natural model, possessing the gift of quieting 
her thoughts and maintaining a pose long after others would 
have dissolved in fits of cramps and complaints. 

Kate accepted his compliments without feeling she 
deserved the praise. She had discovered she did not object to 
posing, as she had originally assumed she would. The fresh 
air and sparkling sunshine pleased her, and she had a strong 
sense of the charm of the setting and her contribution to it. 
The painting would depict innocence (this point she did not 
ponder), a young girl half-dozing in the shade of the chest- 
nut, fingers touching a wide-brimmed hat sliding from her 
lap. Kate wished she might have kept the prop as her own; 
the hat fit both herself and the mood Renoir labored to create. 

Basking in the dappled sunlight, she decided it wasn’t un- 
natural that she would be a good model—this was, after all, a 
service she had expected to perform for Neil. In the days 
when her thoughts had been uninformed and idealistic. A 
shadow passed over her face as ugly vapors of memory re- 
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called the one time she had posed for him. Quickly she 
turned her mind in another direction, thinking instead of who 
might purchase this light painting and where it might hang. 

_ The major work ended at the end of the week, and then 
Renoir no longer required her. The tree and flowers: were 
blocked in, the central figure complete. “It has been an honor 
and a pleasure, madame,” he said, and bowed over her fin- 
gers. “The work progresses well, and I have enough sketches 
to do an additional head and shoulders later.” He smiled as 
Kate fought to hide a surprising disappointment. She dreaded 
resuming her everyday life. “Look here.” Renoir indicated a 
watercolor on a small easel. “Do you like it? It’s the prelimi- 
nary for the later work.” 

Kate drew a breath and stared. “Am J really that beauti- 
ful?” She couldn’t imagine it, wondered if everyone experi- 
enced this little jolt of shock at seeing a representation of 
himself. 

Renoir smiled. “You are that beautiful,” he answered 
softly. Dark eyes dropped to her lips, and his voice deepened. 
“Perhaps it is best the modeling is finished. . . .” There was 
a slight question in his tone. His eyes lifted to her, and when 
he didn’t read what he had hoped to find, he sighed. “A man 
has only so much discipline. If you were to remain another 
week . . .” Then he bowed over her fingers, holding them 
longer than was polite. “Perhaps we will... work ... to- 
gether sometime in the future, madame.” 

Kate mumbled a hasty reply and fied the studio, her cheeks 
hot. Something in his dark eyes recalled another man, the 
man she tried so hard to forget. 

That night her dreams heated in a blend of memory and 
dream passion; a laughing figure chased her through a snow- 
storm, caught her in his arms, and whispered against her hair, 


“Someday. . . when you grow up, Irish . . . someday.” 
Even in daylight’s harsh reality the dream disturbed, was slow 
to dissipate. 


Reluctantly Kate picked up the routine of her life, return- 
ing to the murk of Neil’s studio as if she hadn’t experienced 
the brief holiday. She shopped at the sidewalk market, 
cleaned, mixed medium, primed canvas, scrubbed clothing 
in the courtyard, gossiped and sewed with Violette and Claire 
and sometimes Rosette. Kate would never be as skilled with a 
neddle as the other women, but she was slowly improving, 
learning to patch and mend. Life, with its small victories and 
larger disappointments, went on. 
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One of the disappointments was the discovery that Neif 
was spending less time outside and more time before his ease] 
creating ghoulish horrors at a pace which threatened to over. 
run the studio. It was difficult to find Space for them all. And 
When he wasn’t slashing at the canvas, he vanished for long 
periods, reappearing in soiled disarray craving sleep and solid 
food. On occasion he loaded armfuls of paintings beneath his 
sleeve and disappeared for days. Later Kate learned that he’d 
arranged a street-corner display, attempting to sell his efforts. 
When he returned, he destroyed the paintings and taged and 
brooded over the ruins. 

“No one understands! Christ! Why can’t they see?” He ran 
a hand through his hair, looking up from a pile of shattered 
frames. His tired eyes slid and wavered. “Kate ... we have 
to have some money.” Mopping his brow, he glanced toward 
the windows. A choking heat thickened the air even after the 
sun sank below Montmartre’s squat buildings. The chimney 
lamps wafted smoke and fumes. “I’ve arranged another com- 
mission for you.” ) 

Kate’s arm froze, a heavy flatiron poised over a board 
stretched across two chair tops. She wiped her forehead and 
set the iron on top of the stove to reheat. Dark circles ringed 
her arms. “I don’t know, Neil. I've been feeling so queasy 
with all this heat.” Placing a hand to her side, she closed her 
eyes; she hadn’t previously mentioned feeling ill, but she did. 
She couldn’t recall a more miserable summer, 

“It’s about over.”. 

“Yes, I suppose so. I wouldn’t mind posing, you know that, 
not if it would help.” In fact, she'd give a great deal to es- 
cape this oven for a week or so. She thought about sitting 
beneath the chestnut tree and feeling a breeze on her face, 
“But I’m so bloated and uncomfortable. I doubt any painter 
would be interested in me.” 

“Le Lange is interested.” Neil’s eyes dropped to the 
mended shirt draped across the board. “And he'll pay two 
francs an hour.” 

“Two francs?” Kate’s mouth dropped. Then she remem- 
bered Pignalle scorning Le Lange, and she swayed against the 
board, staring at Neil. Le Lange’s reputation rested on a 
series of orgy scenes loosely based on scenes taken from my- 
thology or Roman history. The freshly ironed shirt balled be- 
tween her fists. “Le Lange. I... Would he expect... ?” 

Neil nodded. Reading the dawning horror draining the 
blood from her face, he pushed his hands into his pockets 
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and frowned. “It isn’t so bad. Models pose nude all the time. 
It means nothing!” 

Kate’s mouth turned to acid and dried. “It means every- 
thing to me.” She sank to a stool. “Don’t ask this, Neil. Pll 
do whatever else you want, but not this,” she whispered. 
“Please. I beg you, Neil, don’t do this to me!” Her blue eyes 
paled to gray, pleaded with him. 

Neil waved irritably. “You’re making it sound worse than 
it is.” He turned away from her eyes. “Le Lange is an artist, 
for God’s sake. Hé looks at models the same way he looks at 
a table or a chair or a piece of fruit! It’s nothing. Don’t look 
at me like that!” He stormed toward the table and uncorked 
a bottle of absinthe, hurling the cork at the wall. He drank 
deeply, then again before lowering the bottle. He didn’t look 
at her. “I owe Le Couler. And that stingy bastard Pouget 
won’t extend any more credit for paint and supplies.” 

Without a word, Kate stood on shaking legs and walked 
into Claire’s room, pulling the curtain behind her. She sat on 
the bed and stared at the wall without seeing. How could he 
do this? How? Her eyes closed, and she dropped her head; 
long strands of black hair slipped from the bun on top of her 
head and swung past her cheeks. She could not do it. 

Shaking, Kate lay back on the bed, trying to recall exactly 
what Pignalle had said about Gyp so long ago. From mod- 
eling to whoring—an easy step. Of course. First one com- 
promise, then another. Humiliated and groaning, she turned 
her face into the pillow and touched her swollen stomach. 
Sick or well, what choice was there? No court in France 
would support a woman who defied her husband’s~ wishes. 
The money Renoir had paid was long spent, on rent, food, 
canvas, and new brushes. Gone. They had to.do something. 

A shadow paced before the curtain. “Tomorrow, Kate. 
You be there. We need the money!” 

She heard the door slam, then Neil’s footsteps rushing 
down the stairs. 

“God, are you listening? Help me,” she whispered into her 
palms. “Help me. I can’t do this. I cannot!” 

Her mind skirted the idea, refused to imagine removing 
her clothing and standing relaxed as strange hands arranged 
her naked fiesh in erotic poses. She who had always taken 
care not to display an accidental flash of ankle when climbing 
in and out of carriages. A violent spasm rippled through her 
body. No, she could not do it. She’d rather starve first. 

The problem was, that was the choice: work or starve. 
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A breath of stifling air fluttered the curtain as Claire 
pushed it aside. Entering, she sat near Kate and pushed a 
handkerchief into her hands. “I heard,” she said in a low 
voice. “Kate, I’m so sorry. If Le Lange would accept me in 
your place, I’d spare you this in a minute.” 

Kate wept. “I can’t! I can’t do it!” Her shoulders collapsed, 
and she buried her face beneath her arms. “I know we need 
the money, I know. how low our supplies are. We’re out of 
coffee, we haven’t had fresh vegetables in days, we’re. almost 
out of turpentine, but ... Oh, God, I just can’t!” 

Claire sighed. “It had to come,” she said more to herself 
than to Kate. “At two francs an hour... it was only a mat- 
ter of time.” 

Kate’s head thrashed across the pillow, her dark hair tan- 
gling. “I'll die when Le Lange looks at me. I can’t even imag- 
ine how hideous...” 

Gently Claire lowered Kate’s hands from her face. “Listen 
to me! There’s no question but that you have to do this. You 
understand that, don’t you?” 

Kate nodded, sobbing. She had to go; Neil had ordered it. 

“Then for God’s sake, Kate, put your thoughts in order. 
Don’t let this destroy you! It’s degrading only if you allow it 
to be.” 

“You don’t understand!” , 

“Blot your mind—focus on something far away—and don’t 
emerge until it’s all over, not even for an instant. Forget 
where you are and listen to your own inner goodness. Blank 
out everything else!” 

“That’s easy to say,” Kate cried, shaking off Claire’s hand. 
“What do you know about being naked in front of a 
stranger? What do you know about feeling a man’s eyes and 
hands on you?” Kate lashed out blindly, pain and bitterness 
putting the words in her mouth. “Don’t tell me how to accept 
the unthinkable! You don’t know what I’m going through or 
what I’m feeling! You don’t know what it will be like!” Kate 
fell into the pillow, hiding her sobs in the coarse material. 

Silently Claire rose and left the room. When she returned, 
she carried a wine bottle and two glasses. She filled each to 
the brim. “Kate, sit up.” The voice was sharp, harsher than 
her normal tone. “Sit up and look at me.” | | 

Responding to Claire’s authority, Kate struggled against the 
headboard, pulling herself up. She accepted the wine Claire 
thrust into her hands and pressed the handkerchief to her 
eyes, already feeling ashamed. “Claire, I’m sorry. I didn’t 
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mean to shout. I’m just... upset. 1... You don’t know.” 
Fresh tears tightened her throat, wetting the linen against her 
face. 
“But I do know,” Claire answered quietly. She drew a 
breath and examined the ceiling. “I know. Exactly.” Pausing, 
she waited for her voice to return to a normal register. She 
spoke to the curtain, not looking at Kate. “I know. I spent 
ten years in a house on Cherry Street, Kate. Whoring for 
whoever had the price. I know all about strangers fingering a 
woman’s nakedness. Oh, yes, I know all there is to know 
about that.” ) 

Kate stared above the edge of the handkerchief. Her 
mouth opened and closed. 

“And you can stand it. We humans can stand anything.” 

Kate was too stunned to answer. | 

“Then I married Miles Grant. But marriage didn’t end the 
whoring. The parade had no end. Miles Grant knew a gold 
mine when he saw one.” 

She looked at Kate then. “Miles kept me in and out of 
whorehouses. Whenever he needed money. Until the day I 
killed him.” 
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CANDLES BURNED LOW IN THE outer studio before Claire 
finished her story, but neither woman moved to fetch a lamp. 
Kate huddled in shadow against the headboard, transfixed, 
her mobile face registering shock, disbelief, and finally a 
compassion she couldn’t have felt a year ago. 

Claire’s history unreeled in quiet low tones untouched by 
self-pity or bitterness. Only her refusal to look at Kate and 
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the twitch jerking her left cheek betrayed the emotion 
beneath her deceptively calm voice. 

She began by speaking softly of a failing Ohio farm and 
being always aware-she was no more than another mouth to 
feed—rural females were more a liability than an asset, pio- 
neer days were long past. In the eyes of her desperate father, 
his small sons possessed a potential value Claire and her 
younger sisters did not. Except in the mind of one man—her 
father’s indigent brother. 

“The first time Frank took me in the barn was three days 

after my sixteenth birthday. He kept after me for a year. 
Frank promised if I so much as hinted what we did together, 
he’d beat me. He’d swear I led him on.” 
_ And Claire’s father would have believed the moon was 
made of corn shucks before he’d relinquish the extra pair of 
hands his brother provided. One man and three small sons 
couldn’t hold the farm together without additional adult help. 
“If my brothers had been older, able to do more, maybe...” 
Claire’s voice trailed; then she drew a breath. “One day my 
‘mother gave me a handkerchief with a few coins knotted in 
the corner. I don’t know where she got the money or how she 
" Knew what was going on. But she did. She gave me the hand- 
Kerchief and her best Sunday bonnet. Then she put her 
“arms around me, and I knew she was saying good-bye—I 
remember her hugging me only once before.” 

In the silence, Kate heard Violette throw open a shutter, 
and then water splashed down across the courtyard stones. 

“That night I slipped out. I took the first train. It didn’t 
matter where it was headed, as long as it left Ohio.” 

Quietly Claire recalled being overwhelmed by New York 
City, the feelings of swarming people, dirt, and noise, and 
being alone for the first time in her life. Eventually she’d 
taken the cheapest room she could find in a falling-down 
boardinghouse on the outskirts of an area called the Bend, a 
collection of streets housing thieves, delinquents, and starving 
immigrants and overhung with the smells of ethnic cooking 
and an all-pervading hopelessness. Immediately she’d begun 
the hunt for a job. “I tried many things in the beginning. For 
a while I made artificial flowers, then I worked in a sweat 
shop. I tried the textile mills and the tobacco factories. But 
sooner or later, there was always trouble because of how I 
looked, and I’d have to leave.” 

She looked at her fingers. “Finally I accepted a position as 
@ shopgirl in Stoner’s Emporium. It was a definite step up in 
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the class structure of workers—but not in benefits. Mr. 
Stoner paid five and a half dollars a week. For this I worked 
six days every week, twelve hours a day. And it was hard. If 
any girl sat down to rest her feet, she was fired. Anyone who 
forgot to smile was fired. We were fired if we weren’t punc- 
tual or if our boots weren’t polished or if our accounts didn’t 
balance at the énd of the day or if we were too exhausted to 
arrange the inventory invitingly. | 

“Fifty others waited to take our jobs. After I paid for 
room and board, transportation and necessities, I had fifty 
cents a week left over. Fifty cents.” Green eyes stared into 
memory. “Fifty cents for clothing and hairbrushes and belts 
and parasols and city shoes. Fifty cents to hoard toward a 
picture.for a bare wall, or a washbasin that didn't leak, or a 
small forbidden heater when autumn chilled to winter.” 

Claire looked steadily at the curtain. “One day Mr. Stoner 
summoned me into his office. If I would... meet... him 
every Wednesday night after the Emporium closed, he would 
increase my salary by another fifty cents. I'd have a dollar 
left over each week. The heater I needed cost three dollars— 
there had already been one snow, and I didn’t have boots.” 
She closed her eyes, and her fingers pleated folds in her 
brown skirt. “I discovered Mr. Stoner was no worse than 
Uncle Frank. And when it was over, I left there with some- 
thing for myself. I bought the heater and the boots and a 
warm cloak. Then a colorful print to hang on my wall.” A 
slight tremor shook her fingers as she lifted the wineglass. 

And Kate struggled to understand the deprivations of a 
world which, unknown to her, coexisted with the fairy-tale life 
along Fifth Avenue. In Claire’s place, cold and friendless, 
would she have sold herself for fifty cents? The question was 
an exercise in futility. This was Claire, and Kate could never 
think of Claire unkindly. Not Claire, who had extended 
friendship and loyalty when no one else would. : 

After placing her glass carefully on the floor planks and 
folding her hands in her lap, Claire continued. “You can’t 
imagine what it’s like to want things, Kate. No, not even 
since we’ve been here. To yearn deep down until the ache is 
like a wound that won’t heal. At ‘Stoner’s Emporium I was 
surrounded by lovely things. I couldn’t hope to own. That 
knowledge ate into the soul. Every day I sold_bits of silver 
lace as delicate as spiderweb, stockings so fine they flowed 
through the fingers. There were beautiful clocks and cameos 
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and fabrics and slippers and hair ribbons and all sorts of 
pretty baubles. None of which I could hope to have. 

“T used to watch the women who shopped at Stoner’s—I 
Studied the way they dressed, the way they walked and 
talked. I aped their mannerisms and devoured etiquette books 
and dreamed I’d be like them one day. Poised and pampered 
and able to have whatever caught: my fancy. But after a year 
of dreaming, I finally understood nothing I did would make 
me one of them. I didn’t have the bloodline, didn’t have 
wealthy relatives, wasn’t in a position to meet a rich husband. 

“When I finally faced the future, I saw nothing—a lifetime 
of rising before dawn and falling into bed at night too ex- 
hausted to sleep; no free time to meet people or encourage 
friendships. I would always stand behind the counter selling 
things far beyond my own reach. And I foresaw an endless 
chain of Wednesday nights until a new face and figure ar- 
Tived to replace me. There were long months when I saw no 
point in living.” 

Aching inside, Kate drew up her knees and stared at 
Claire’s profile. How many times had she walked into a shop 
and idly bought whatever trinket caught her eye, without a 
thought for the weary girl behind the counter? Without 
pausing to wonder what sort of life those women led or if 
they were at the mercy of the Mr. Stoners in the world. Kate 
dropped her head, hurting to see Claire’s knotted jaw. , 

“Then one Wednesday morning a woman entered the shop 
and purchased four pairs of our most expensive leather 
gloves. I'll never forget it. A beautiful woman dressed in fur- 
trimmed green as elegant as anything I’d ever seen. I used to: 
imagine the lives of my customers, and I pictured this woman 
living in a palace attended by a houseful of servants, adored 
by a doting husband.” Claire’s pale lips rose faintly. “She no- 
ticed Mr. Stoner watching us, anticipating his Wednesday 
night, and she recognized his expression in a flash, although I 
didn’t know it then. Before she departed, she pressed a card 
in my hand and asked me to call Sunday afternoon. That was 
Contessa.” 

Claire paused, examining the memory with a private smile. 
“I never returned to Stoner’s. Contessa changed my life. In 
five minutes she proved how foolish I’d been, earning fifty 
cents for something worth much, much more.” 

“Oh, Claire,” Kate whispered, her heart reaching out. 
Tightening her arms about her knees, she squeezed her lashes 
shut. 
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Claire’s shoulders lifted in a slight shrug, and she glanced 
toward Kate then quickly away. “I know what you're think- 
ing: How could anyone consider whoring a better life? But it 
was! Oh, God, it was so much better! Life improved beyond 
my wildest hopes. A huge wonderful world opened, and ev- 
erything was within-reach. Money was no longer a prob-. 
lem—something I hadn’t dared dream possible. I earned 
more money than I could spend. I had designer gowns, im- 
ported corsets, and drawers overflowing with expensive kid 
gloves, lace handkerchiefs, stockings. I wore custom-made 
boots and twirled parasols in every color and owned jewelry I 
hadn’t known existed. My room was beautiful and I had 
three meals a day and I never worried how cold it was out- 
side. I even had money to invest. And there was always some- 
one willing to attend the races or a lecture or a tour of the 
galleries and shops. I made friends, real friends for the first 
time in my life, and I learned how to laugh.” 

Kate examined her knees. “But . . . the men,” she said 
weakly. A spasm wrenched her face. “I... Didn’t you 
fecles. scr 

“Used?” Claire smiled. “I always wondered who used 
whom. Most of us considered ourselves the users—we used 
the only asset we had to buy a decent life. We capitalized on 
the resources we'd been born with, and we earned money and 
jewelry and food and a roof over our heads. We believed it 
was a fair trade. Everyone walked away happy.” 7 

“But...” Kate hesitated. “Oh, God, Claire! How did you 
bear it? The degradation, the shame!” 

Claire considered, answering slowly. “Yes, those feelings 
were there sometimes. Then I’d blank my mind and tell my- 
self nothing lasts forever. But most of the time I honestly did 
not feel what you might think. I suppose the dollar whores in 
the cribs by the docks feel degraded, feel they don’t exist as 
human beings. But I seldom felt like that at Contessa’s, not in 
those days. Contessa ran a house as elegant as a private par- 
lor. And as refined. She didn’t allow anything rough or 
coarse. Her trade didn’t come from that market. Her girls 
were beautiful, the laughter plentiful but quiet—always low- 
key. Contessa ran a house that reminded rich clients of their 
own splendid homes, and they were expected to behave ac- 
cordingly. And they did. They weren’t monsters; they were 
lonely men seeking a willing partner, someone who didn’t 
think it a sin to smile in bed. Most were pathethically grate- 
ful for the smailest kindness. To me, they were the degraded 
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ones. But not by us—by cold wives who sent them searching 
into the night for warmth and understanding.” 

Kate tried to imagine the scene Claire described; it wasn’t 
at all what she would have expected. “I don’t know much 
about this, but I guess if I had considered it, I would have 
imagined a...a house... was wild. Vulgar.” 

Claire laughed softly. “Some are. Later I was in. . ” She 
stopped and swallowed. “But not the expensive ones. Men 
don’t conduct business in a rowdy atmosphere, and business 
is as much a by-product of a good house as love is. Many a 
million-dollar deal was transacted in Contessa’s parlor. In a 
really good house, the distractions are reserved for upstairs. 
You’d see more bared breasts at the Monday-night opera. 
than in Contessa’s parlor. Each house develops a unique fia- 
vor, depending upon the tastes of the trade. Contessa didn’t 
cater to a rowdy crowd—she attracted money, the wealthy 
clientele. Of course, there were incidents .. .” Claire exam- 
ined inner memories. “And what occurred upstairs didn’t al- 
ways match the refinement below.” She frowned. “Then we'd 
blot our minds, think of white walls. And endure. Few of 
the men were young and handsome; most were balding and 
overweight, some ate garlic and many chewed tobacco, and 
others had smelly feet. We smiled and we blanked our minds. 
Because when all was said and done, nothing mattered but 
survival. Whoring was a better job, a better life, than any I'd 
had before, no matter what happened upstairs. ‘And I wasn’t 
the only one who felt this way. 

“Every day Contessa turned girls from her porch—she still 
does. They knock and plead to be taken in, wanting a way 
out of desperate lives, needing something more from life than 
a cold room and no hope.” 

Kate felt as if she’d lived in a warm, sheltered box most of 
her life. She hadn’t even suspected this world. ““What happens 
to those girls? Where do they go?” 

Claire shrugged. “Who knows? New York is filled with 
thousands of young girls who would bay their way out of 
sweat shops or factories if they could, no matter what the 
price. But Contessa accepted only those women who could 
move easily in the world of her clients, women who could 
command high prices—the best. She insisted we read two 
hours every afternoon. We had to be conversant in politics 
and business, etiquette and the arts. Contessa’s girls had to be 
capable of moving along the streets without eliciting the at- 
tention and condemnation of ‘decent’ women. If any girl was 
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so obvious as to earn a proper woman’s sniff, she was finished 
3 Contessa’s. With the men, it didn’t matter—they always 
ow.” 

Hating herself for wondering, Kate mentally listed the 
men she knew. A grimace twisted her expression as Kate sud- 
denly recalled Link Reynolds’ face when first he’d met Claire. 
Timidly she faltered, then asked, “Did... did Link... ?” 

Claire stared steadily at the curtain. “Of course he knew.” 
Understanding Kate’s silent struggle, she added softly, “No, 
we hadn’t met before .. . he just knew. Neil isn’t aware of 
anything but his own devils. And Pig .. .” She smiled. “Yes, 
Pig knows. We've discussed it. But Pig makes no distinction 
between women above or below the tenderloin. To Pig, all 
women are wonderful creatures, the best of the species.” 

Kate closed her eyes. For reasons she didn’t care to exam- 
ine, she felt a rush of relief knowing Claire hadn’t previously 
known Link. She forced her mind to Claire’s continuing 
story, trying to fit the emerging Claire onto the Claire she 
knew. An impossible task until Kate realized, with a blink of 
surprise, that both were the same. Nothing had changed. 
Claire was the same warm, generous person now as she'd 
been before Kate knew her history. 

“I stayed with Contessa for ten years. Most girls settled in 
for a year or two, then moved on, but several of us thought 
of Contessa’s as our home. Our clients were regular and com- 
fortable, almost like husbands, a different one for all the days 
of the week. And these men became friends whose lives and 
concerns we knew as well as our own, friends whose wealth 
and position didn’t guarantee them warmth in their own 
homes, They came to us.” 

Claire sighed and tilted her head backward. “It was a se- 
cure, comfortable life. Mostly happy. Then one day Miles 
Grant walked through the door, and my life turned inside 
out. Over the years, I’d watched girls fall in love with clients, 
seen good girls lose their jobs and their wits. It seldom ended 
happily. And I swore I’d never be so stupid; it wouldn’t hap- 
pen to me. And then it did.” - 

She drew a painful breath. “He was different. Younger 
than most of the clients, and handsome. God, that man was 
handsome! And poison. Anyone with a grain of sense could 
spot it a mile off. Handsome, but slick and cold. The kind of 
man who can stick a knife between your ribs, then go 
through your pockets. A gambler, a small-time con artist ... 
all that and more. No good.” Claire’s hands rolled her hand- 
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kerchief into a damp ball. “And I loved him,” she whispered. 
“Before we finally left New York, I think every whore in 
town loved him, and probably a few who never saw the in- 
side of a fancy house.” She stared at the ceiling and shook 
her head. “I remember one time Miles made a big score and 
he swept into Contessa’s with diamond earrings for me and 
Contessa and pearls for everyone else. Once he paid for the 
whole house and took everyone to Jerome Park for the races. 
He ordered boxes for all of us. That’s how Miles was, And 
the next week he’d be flat broke. There wasn’t any middle 
ground with Miles.” 

Claire bent and picked up one of Neil’s brushes lying half 
beneath the curtain. Unconsciously she snapped the wood, 
then turned the broken pieces between her fingers. In a mo- 
ment her auburn head lifted and she stared straight ahead. 

“Miles hated feeling anything for a woman. He fought it 
from the beginning. And he punished me because somehow 
'd slipped past his defenses and made him care. Every time 
he put his arm around one of the other girls, I bled inside. 
And he knew it. He’d smile and blow me a kiss, then take 
her upstairs. Later he’d ask if it hurt—taking pleasure in my 
pain. I thought I'd lose my mind. After a time, I needed to 
repay the hurt, so I'd take my regulars to an adjoining room, 
listening to the sounds beyond the wall and making sounds of 
my own.” 

“Claire, don’t. Don’t talk about this.” Kate reached for 
Claire’s hand, alarmed at the torment in the older woman’s 
eyes. 

“We hurt each other. Brutally. Again and again. Until ne 
ther of us could function normally. Finally we decided to be 
married, foolishly thinking marriage would end the pain. 
Contessa dismissed me as a fool, and she was right. Oh, in 
the beginning everything was wonderful. The hurting stopped 
for a while.. Miles won an import-export business in a poker 
game, and we toured Europe on the pretext of business, until 
he drove the company bankrupt. When Miles had money, he 
spent it like the source was endless; we saw Europe on a 
grand scale—a month here, six months there. And we were 
happy, we really were. Then it started again... .” 

“Claire...” 

“He couldn’t forget I was a whore. If a man looked at me, 
Miles went crazy. He accused me of cheating. So he’d take 
another woman, always making certain that I'd see them to- 
gether. The pain... oh, God, the hurting! What we did to 
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each other!” Claire dropned her head into her hands, shivering. 

“Even now, when I think of how we tormented ... We 
were both insane with it!” Claire fought to compose herself, 
the scar puckering and slipping violently. “Finally the money 
ran out. Again. It always did, sooner or later. We were to- 
gether twelve years, and we were either rich or broke, no in 
between. I figured it out once. Over the years, we spent 
several fortunes; all the investments ’d made and everything 
Miles scored. Being -broke didn’t worry him, you see, all he 
needed was time, then we’d be living high again. But he ex- 
pected me to do my share. When the money vanished and he 
had to put together a new scam, he’d deposit me on the 
steps of the best house in whatever town we were in. And 
some of them... But he knew how much I could earn. And 
that was... so demeaning .. . I couldn’t lift my head. My 
husband, my own husband, would take me in to the madam. 
and... It was a punishment for us both. For me to return 
to the arms of strangers; for Miles to picture it in his mind.” 

“Oh, Claire.” Kate pressed her forehead into her knees, 
shutting out Claire’s face. “Oh, Claire!” 

“All those years we tormented and punished each other. 
Twelve long, long years. I loved him and I hated him. I used 
to pray he’d die, that he wouldn’t come back for me, or I'd 
promise myself that when he came I wouldn’t go with him. 
Then he’d walk through the door, and something crazy fell 
over my mind,” Claire whispered. “Even though we 
fought—wild, intensely physical fighting—even though Miles 
Se only pain—when he came for me, I went with 


“Please,” Kate murmured, wanting the story to end. 
Claire’s anguish stifled the room, closed every corner. 

“One day I knew it was over.” Claire stared dully toward 
the floor planks, her hands fisted beside her body. “Only 
hatred and jealously held us together.” She paused, jaw 
clenching. “We were in New York, broke again, and Miles 
took me to Contessa’s. But I wasn’t young anymore. I wanted 
out of the houses, and I wanted to try a normal life for once. 
Settle down, even on a modest scale. Miles laughed. We ar- 
gued, and the fight turned violent, so Contessa sent us up- 
stairs away from the other girls.” The words came rapidly 
now, tumbling from Claire’s white lips. | 

“Like all the others, this argument was wild and physical. I 
told him I wouldn’t stay at Contessa’s; I’d leave as soon as he 
did. He turned ugly. Miles wanted me where he could. find 
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me when he was ready. We were loud, and we struck each 
other, and . . . Once while we were struggling, Miles looked 
at me and I saw the sick hatred, knew it was mirrored on my 
own face. And I understood then that I could really leave 
him this time. I wouldn’t be at Contessa’s when he re- 
turned—this time I knew I'd be strong enough to make it 
stick. I'd be free.” Her shaking hand rose. 

“Miles saw what I was thinking. He too knew we were fi- 
nally finished. I'll never forget his face as long as I live.” A 
quiver shook voice and shoulders. “He shouted that no other 
man would take Miles Grant’s woman, no man would ever 
want me again. He snatched a wine bottle and smashed the 
top against the bureau edge. And he lunged with. the jagged 
glass.” 

Claire’s hand crept to cover her cheek, and Kate closed her 
eyes. 

“Blood and pain. God, there was blood everywhere. I knew 
I was dying. I knew no one could survive the loss of so much 
blood. And the pain! The unimaginable pain!” Claire’s fingers 
pressed hard into her cheek, turning the skin white around 
purple. “Someone had been eating in that room—there was 2 
knife across a plate. I picked it up and... andI...I 
knew I was dying, and he stood there waving that bloody 
bottle and smiling and crying. So I; . . I took the knife and 
.-. Claire buried her face in her hands, her voice muffled 
and choked. “I stabbed him before he could hit me again. 
Then I remember holding him in my arms, and blood every- 
where, and he was telling me he loved me. Like it surprised 
him to know it. And then...” Her fingers clawed at her 
face. “Then his head rolled against my breast, and I screamed 
and I prayed for death!” __ 

Kate pushed her forehead against her knees until both 
hurt. “Oh, God, Claire!” Her body ached with tension. 

Claire’s blank eyes turned toward Kate, unseeing. “I woke 
up in bed, Contessa and Lilly bending over me. Lilly knew a 
little about medicine; her father was a doctor. My face was 
wrapped in bandages. They kept me drugged for nearly two 
weeks. And when I asked about Miles, all Contessa would 
Say was that she’d taken care of everything. There wouldn’t 
be any trouble.” 

In the silence, Claire’s story hung suspended like the scent 
of burning leaves, pungent and murky. Slowly Claire forced 
open her hands, glancing at deep crescent marks cut into her 
palms. Kate unwound from her knees and leaned heavily 
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against the headboard, _ Stating helplessly, her hand at her 
throat. “I’m sorry,” she whispered when she could speak. 

_A tiny lift of the shoulders indicated Claire had heard. .“I 
had no money and no possibility of a job. Who would want 
me? I stayed at Contessa’s for nearly a year, working in the 
kitchen—she’s a good woman. Then I read your ad.” - : 

Kate reached and covered Claire’s shaking hand. “Claire, 
that’s all over. Finished. And it doesn’t make any difference 
to those who love you.” Somewhere deep inside Kate experi- 
enced a small jolt as she recognized the truth of what she had 
just said. Claire’s background didn’t make any difference. 

A tiny smile of bitterness wavered about the corner of 
Claire’s mouth. “And who might that be? You and Contessa. 
The only people in the world who care about me.” Claire re- 
turned the pressure of Kate’s hand. “Once you asked if I 
missed Miles, and I said no. That’s true. I don’t. But I miss 
having someone in my life. I miss not having known love, 
real love, the honest caring type of love. That’s what I regret 
most about my life. I never knew real love. And I wish... I 
desperately wish I'd known that kind of love when it was still 
possible for me. While a man could still bear to look into this 
face.” She covered her cheek. “To pass through life and 
never know real love...” 

There was no comfort Kate could offer. She considered 
Claire’s last words and experienced a deep wrench inside. She 
too would pass through life without the love Claire so wist- 
fully described. Placing a hand on her aching stomach, Kate 
moved next to Claire and slid her arm about Claire’s waist. 
“Thank you for telling me.” Claire’s gown was damp. “I 
know what it cost you.” Kate leaned her head on Claire’s 
shoulder and felt Claire’s cheek against her hair. “You're say- 
ing we do what we must in order to survive.” 

Claire didn’t answer. Wearily she leaned against Kate; 
they supported each other. After a moment she gently disen- 
tangled herself and moved higher on the bed, stretching out 
and hiding her cheek against the pillow. “Kate, please don’t 
misunderstand, but I think I need a moment alone. Just a few 
minutes.” An exhausted smile rose and faded. 

“Of course.’ Kate arranged a blanket over Claire’s feet, re- 
alizing how silly the action seemed in view of the suffocating 
night heat, but it felt appropriate somehow, and Claire nodded 
before her eyes closed. | 

Quietly Kate stepped through the curtains and lit a lamp. 
She carried a stool near the window and stared outside 
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toward moonlit shadows, feeling sore and aching, as if she’d 
endured a physical onslaught as well as a mental one. Closing 
her eyes, she dropped her head into her hands, wishing her 
stomach didn’t hurt. | 

Life was such a mystery. Was it easy for anyone? She 
thought God should plant signs along the way to give people a 
chance. But then, maybe he did, and mankind was either too 
blind or too egocentric to read the directions. 

She turned Claire’s story in her mind. After all that had 
happened, Claire still faced life with calm good humor. 
Claire should have been a Callahan, Kate concluded. Black 
Jack would have adored her. For both the humor and the 
strength. : 

Both were qualities Black Jack had seen in his daughter, 
but Kate had lost sight of them in the last few weeks. The re- 
alization disturbed her deeply. 

No magic would provide bread for the table. No force on 
earth would induce Neil to take a regular job or pry money 
from Gyp, assuming any of Kate’s money was left. 

Her chin firmed and her eyes faded to gray stone. If posing 
naked meant they would survive, then she had no choice. She 
would blank her mind as Claire suggested, and she would en- 
dure. She could not count on Neil to sell paintings, or waste 
energy hoping the senior Blanchard would relent. She had the 
capability of bringing a few coins into the house, and she had 
the obligation to do it. Without complaint. 

Kate drew on these thoughts in the morning as she dragged 
her steps toward Le Lange’s studio. In daylight her resolve 
wavered. It wasn’t that she viewed the situation differently, 
but the actuality of removing her clothing before Le Lange 
would be agonizing, no matter how firm her realization of the 
necessity or what empty assurances she sold herself. Doing it 
was infinitely harder than thinking about it. 

At the doorway of the studio she hesitated, then - hurried 
farther along the street, sitting abruptly upon an iron bench 
beneath a shady chestnut, A war raged through her thoughts; 
her hands shook when she smoothed her black skirt. “I can 
do this,” Kate hissed through clenched teeth. Her expression 
turned grim “I will do this!” Two francs an hour for. . 
how long? She couldn’t guess. But surely she’d earn enough 
for several weeks’ food and rent. “We need the money!” But 
she felt sick when her eyes fastened to the studio door. 

Dark lashes shadowed her cheeks, and Kate gingerly 
touched her stomach. If only she felt better. Maybe Le Lange 
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wouldn’t. want her when he noticed how swollen and thick 
she looked. No, she wouldn’t hope for that. She had to hope 
he’d take her, no matter how ill she looked. 

In truth, she hadn’t felt completely well for several weeks. 
Not ill enough to complain, but uncomfortable to the point of 
being constantly aware something wasn’t right. A low-grade 
fever? A summer chill? Kate shook black hair curling beneath 
a dark straw hat. She pushed up from the bench. No matter 
how queasy she felt, she had to hope Le- Lange either 
wouldn’t notice or wouldn’t care. . 

Le Lange noticed and he cared. Sharp eyes penetrated 
Kate’s chemise and pantaloons, ignoring her flaming, tortured 
face. Shaking his head angrily, Le Lange shouted and ordered 
cher from the studio. 

Dazed and stumbling, Kate ran through the streets until 
she located the familiar iron gate. Gathering her black silk, 
she lowered her head and dashed past Violette, charging up 
the stairs. 

Inside the studio, Kate leaned against the open door, gasp- 
ing for breath, listening to the unsteady hammering of her 
heart against her ribs. 

“Kate?” Claire glanced up in surprise, dropping a primer 
brush into a can. Struggling to her feet, she frowned at Kate’s 
wide, frightened eyes. “Kate?” Claire wiped her hands on an 
apron and stepped forward. “You look like you’ve seen a 
ghost. What happened? What happened at Le Lange’s? Did 
he do something to you?” 

Kate’s lips worked soundlessly. She sagged against the 
doorjamb, blinking helplessly, one hand clamped to her stom- 
ach, the other fluttering over a white face. . 

“Kate? Here, sit down!” 

“FT ... I’m pregnant! Le Lange knew it at a glance.” The 
blood drained from Kate’s pale lips, and she stared from va- 
cant eyes. “Oh, God, Claire, I’m pregnant!” 
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SOMEHOW THEY MANAGED To BUY food and pay the rent 
without Kate’s help. Life went on. And on. 

Throughout the bleak summer: and into autumn, Kate 
watched as Neil’s attitude slowly changed from one of anger 
and rejection to resigned acceptance. When first she’d told 
‘him about the baby, weeping past each frightened word, he’d 
erupted into shouting which turned into a fury of hideous 
paintings as he released his emotions in a rampage of work. 
There were moments when Kate believed he would attack 
her, nights when she hid at Violette’s rather than risk his 
drunken rage. 

And always there were the paintings when she returned. 
Beneath slashing brush strokes fathers emerged to devour 
sons; sons crucified screaming fathers. Kate’s pregnancy trig- 
gered Neil’s most hidden parental conflicts and brought them 
to monstrous life on canvas after canvas. 

For a man priding himself on impressionist technique and 
scorning those continuing to use black paint, it occurred to 
Kate that black jumped forward as the prominent color in 
most of Neil’s work. A fact he refused to acknowledge with 
the same savage vehemence he refused to discuss the baby 
growing in her stomach. — 

His only outward sign of recognition showed in a renewed 
effort to sell his work. Neil forced himself from the atrocities 
and made himself complete a series of still lifes and street 
scenes, none of which was invested with much talent but a 
few of which could always be sold. He continued to reserve 
the full force of his art and energy for the dark obscenities he 
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painted far into the nights, releasing frustration and rage into 
nightmare scenes. 

By studying these canvases while Neil slept or tramped the 
countryside dashing off commercial landscapes, Kate learned 
Gyp’s reaction to the pregnancy had been violent. The in- 
formation appeared in painting after painting showing a furi~ 
ous and avenging Gyp swinging a scythe above a man’s naked 
body. Only gradually, as the weeks slid past, did a reluctant 
personal acceptance begin to appear in Neil’s work. But he re~ 
fused to be drawn into a discussion. : 

When Kate could bear his brooding silence no longer, she 
plotted various approaches to force a conversation. As her 
body changed, her initial fear had diminished and she experi- 
enced the surprise and joy of creation. Quiet elation often 
kept her awake long after the studio was dark. At first she 
hugged the new emotions to herself, but as the weeks passed, 
she felt an urge to share her wonder. It occurred to Kate that 
the child might open a line of communication between its 
parents, might help to soothe and ease Neil’s torments. 

“Neil?” she whispered softly as the studio door closed and 
a shadow approached the bed. Beyond the windows the first 
gray streaks of dawn fingered the horizon. Autumn leaves 
rustled about the courtyard stones. 

Neil dropped heavily to the edge of the bed, removing one 
heavy boot, then the other. He stretched beside Kate, not 
touching her. He folded his hands beneath his head, looked 
up at the ceiling. | 

Kate measured the silence. “I know you're still upset . . .” 
She faltered. Perhaps she’d erred in waiting up for him. “But 
there’s nothing we can do.” Her voice trailed, and she turned 
her face to the wall. Loneliness without being alone was the 
most terrible solitude of all. 

“We can’t afford another mouth. It’s impossible as it is.” 

No one knew this better than Kate. She’d learned to cook 
meals from scraps, knew exactly how many times she could 
reuse coffee grounds before the result tasted more of water 
than of coffee. She doubted there was a painter in Montmartre 
for whom she hadn’t posed before becoming aware of her 
pregnancy, and she hadn’t left their studios until she'd begged 
leftover bits of canvas. She helped blend colors from primary 
hues because that was cheaper than buying ready-mixed, and 
it had been her suggestion that Neil sell his landscape 
paintings without frames. She and Claire bathed in the same 
strong homemade soap they used to mop the floors and 
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wash .clothes. Kate had learned how to squeeze triple duty 
from each sou. She knew precisely what they could and could 
not afford. 

And they couldn’t afford a baby. But they would have one. 

“I sat for Degas today, a profile.” Portraits didn’t bring 
much. Most painters could do an acceptable head view in a 
matter of hours. Particularly when the result. would be a blur 
lost in a crowd scene. “I’d like to keep two francs for baby 
clothes.” Two francs out of four. She knew he wouldn’t agree. 

“We owe rent.” 

“But you sold two paintings yesterday!” Kate didn’t move 
or look at him. Neil believed she blamed him for everything; 
he read accusation in every glance; looking at him usually 
precipitated an argument. 

“I gave Claire money for food, and the rest I paid on my 
account at the bistro.” 

Kate bit her tongue rather than comment, afraid her voice 
would betray resentment. She and Claire effected every 
economy possible. In her heart, she believed Neil could do 
more. On the other hand .. . Kate reluctantly admitted he 
needed some release, a place away from her and away from 
Gyp. Sometimes she thought his moments alone were all that 
kept him on this side of sanity. “I see.” 

The bed groaned under Neil’s angry tossing. “You make it 
sound like I squander every cent we earn: I don’t. I only go 
to Le Couler once a week.” 

Neither spoke, listening to the echo of the lie. Unvoiced re- 
gret hung between them. — 

“Gyp is posing again.” The silence broke around bitter 
words. “Everyone’s contributing but me! What I earn is a 
goddamned pittance!” Hands jerked toward his temples. 
“Gyp won’t give me a sou. And I don’t have the money to 
keep her out of the studios. I’ve written twice to New York 
... even a little would help .. . but my esteemed father 
doesn’t bother to answer. The bastard doesn’t care if we 
starve!” He swept an absinthe bottle crashing to the floor from 
the upended box beside the bed. “If I don’t pay something to 
Pouget, he won't give me any more paint. Then what will we 
do? We're two weeks behind on the rent, and d’Ache’s affec- 
tion for you isn’t going to carry us forever.” 

Kate sighed. “Is there anything I can do?” She could think 
of nothing she hadn’t already done, but maybe he saw some- 
thing she had overlooked. 

“No,” 
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“Neil... could you and I at least try to be friends? If we 
could share these problems... maybe .. . instead of you 
worrying alone and me worrying alone . . . couldn’t we talk 
more?” 

This was the primary reason Kate had forced herself to re- 
main awake. They never really talked. As she had grown ac- 
customed to the idea of a baby, to the life swelling beneath 
her fingertips, she’d surprised herself by wanting more and 
more to develop some warmth toward her baby’s father. As 
ridiculous as it sounded when she tried to explain to Claire, 
Kate felt an urge to discuss names and dreams with Neil, not 
just with Claire and Pig and Violette. She wanted Neil to 
share her growing love and tenderness toward the life he'd 
helped create. She wanted to feel something toward him other 
than fear and repugnance. 

“Kate, listen to me.” The intensity in his voice startled her. 
“ft am your friend. Have I ever struck you? In the bad peri- 
ods, drunk and seeing slime everywhere I look—have I ever 
once taken a hand to you?” 

“No.” To what depth had life sunk when proof of affection 
constituted the lack of a physical beating? Was there any way 
to reach him? 

“Look,” he said into a silence. “You think I blame you for 
the baby. I said a lot of things ... but I was upset, taken by 
surprise.” | 

Kate stiffened. Not once had she imagined he blamed her 
for becoming pregnant. Not once. He might have forgotten 
how this happened, but she had not. “Neil, I just want to 
share our baby with you.” She spoke into the pillow. “Is that 
possible? Can you come out of ... of- wherever you go in 
your mind... long enough to enjoy this too?” 

“Enjoy it?” Horror shuddered through his voice. “Enjoy 
adding to the misery and decay of the world?” She felt him 
staring at the back of her head in disbelief. Then he laughed, 
a laugh which raised bumps along her skin. “Go ahead and 
think what you want to about that baby, but I know what's 
growing in there even if no one else does.” He pitied her. 
“You'll see. When it crawls out between your legs, you'll 
see.” : 

The sun had fully topped the horizon before Kate turned a 
damp face into ‘the pillow and gave herself up to the sweet 
small death of sleep. | 

Realizing Neil could not be involved, Kate and Claire im- 
provised as best they could. “I think this will do nicely,” 
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Claire mused, pulling an old muslin petticoat from her trunk 
and holding it to the light. Eyeing the material, she mentally 
calculated the amount of usable cloth. “Yes. If we're careful 
and if you don’t produce a giant baby, we can get two, 
maybe three nightgowns out of this.” 

“Used underthings?” If wishes were francs, Kate would 
have dressed her baby in the best linen and fine laces, Resort- 
ing to scraps hurt. 

“By the time he’s old enough to complain, he’ll be into 
something else.” Claire spoke around a mouthful of pins. She 
smoothed the petticoat across a cleared worktable, then 
leaned forward with scissors borrowed from Violette. 

Kate threaded a needle and bent over a small blanket. 
She’d cut a length from Claire’s curtain and sewn a sack, 
then stuffed it with wadded paper and soft rags which still 
smelled faintly of turpentine no matter how many times she 
had scrubbed them. Carefully she stitched the ends shut. The 
blanket would line a box she’d begged from the old woman 
at the market. 

As she worked, Kate wistfully recalled a roomful of exquis- 
ite baby furniture forgotten in the attic of the Fifth Avenue 
house. The new occupants probably didn’t know the furniture 
was there. Remembering, Kate suffered a sinking depression. 
She rebelled at the thought of an apple box for a crib, at 
dressing her precious baby in remnants of old petticoats and 
placing his tiny body on wadded paper. She hated thinking 
about it. Attempting to lift sagging spirits, she glanced toward 
Claire. “You're so certain the baby will be a boy, then?” In 
her heart she believed this as well, though she couldn’t have 
explained why. Kate bit off a last thread and held the blanket 
up for inspection. It looked lumpy. The paper stuffing 
crackled when she pressed the material. 

“Aren’t you?” A tiny gown took shape beneath Claire’s 
scissors, and she lifted the front piece, smiling. “Can you 
imagine anything this small?” 

Kate gulped. She certainly hoped the baby would be that 
small. Only recently had she gathered enough courage to in- 
quire how the baby would get out of her stomach. Claire had 
rolied her eyes and muttered, “The same way it got in.” And 
Kate’s heart had plummeted to her knees. She’d worried this 
new terrifying information until her head ached, but still 
could not comprehend how Claire’s explanation could pos- 
sibly be true, even though Claire insisted it was. When Kate 
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thought about the. actual birthing, she broke into a cold 
sweat—she thought about it as seldom as good sense allowed. 

“Hello.” Violette d’Ache rapped lightly and poked her 
head around the door. “Can I come in?” 

Kate lowered the blanket to her lap. “I... I think Neil 
has the rent, Violette, but you'll have to speak to him.” 

Violette’s brown eye closed. “He paid a little something 
yesterday.” Dragging a stool near Kate, she examined the 
mound bulging Kate’s black silk skirt. “Kate... I wonder 
...” Her misshapen face colored with embarrassed longing. 
“Could I... ?” 

Smiling, Kate nodded and folded the blanket beside her 
chair. She gently placed Violette’s red chapped hand on her 
stomach and relaxed, waiting. 

Violette closed both eyes, concentrating, her square hand 
warm and careful above Kate’s skirt. After a moment her 
mouth dropped in an expression of awed delight and her 
lashes flew open. “He moved!” she cried, blinking at Kate, 
then toward Claire’s smile. “I felt him!” Wonder lit her fea- 
tures, and she stared at Kate. “Did you feel him too?” 

“Oui.” Kate laughed. 

“You see?” Claire called. “Even Violette believes this baby 
will be a boy.” 

“Bien entendu, of course!” Violette nodded. “It’s best to 
have a boy. Girls are nothing but trouble, my mother always 
said so.” She kept her hand on Kate’s stomach, her ex- 
pression hopeful. “You haven’t read the cards since summer, 
Claire, why don’t you tell us for certain?” 

“Oh, yes, Claire, would you?” Gently Kate removed Vio- 
lette’s hand, set aside her needle and thread, and entered 
Claire’s room, rummaging through the trunks until she found 
the tarot cards. It would lift their spirits to enjoy a few 
minutes’ harmless amusement. Neil had departed in a dour 
mood, always a depressing beginning to the day, and the 
weather had chilled to October sleet and cold. Kate missed 
her daily walks. Additionally, an hour of cards and laughter 
would take Kate’s mind from waiting chores she lacked the 
energy to complete. 

When Kate returned, Violette had poured coffee, weak but 
warming, and Claire had arranged stools near the edge of the 
platform. “I haven’t done this in months,” she warned. “I 
may be rusty.” 

“Me first,” Violette insisted with an apologetic glance 
‘toward Kate. “And something good this time.” 
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Claire smiled at Kate as Violette eagerly shuffled the cards. 
“I can only report what I see, I can’t order the cards for you. 
This isn’t an exact science, you know.” 

“Well, lie, can’t you?” Violette muttered crossly. “The 
Gypsies do.” She dealt the cards as Claire instructed and 
placed the remainder to one side. 

Claire tugged a coppery curl thoughtfully and bent above 
the cards. Kate had observed the performance often enough 
to guess Violette’s fortune -was not promising. But Claire 
peered up through narrow eyes, disguising a twinkle. “I see a 
man.” Violette’s fleshy lower lip moistened, and she wiped 
her hands on her apron. “A handsome man with a command- 
ing presence.” 

“And here I am,” Pignalle called, stepping through the 
door, his grin opening between mustache and beard, his arms 
slapping cold from a vivid blue coat. He knocked sparkles of 
sleet from his hat and dropped it on the table, unwinding a 
long lavender scarf from his neck. “It’s as cold as d’Ache’s 
heart out there!” 

Violette jumped to her feet, knocking over her coffee mug. 
“Merde! We were having a nice time here. Who invited 
you 39 

Pignalle’s hand lifted in an arrogant gesture calculated to 
infuriate Violette. “As the intended godfather of our baby, it 
is my duty to check the mother’s progress.” He winked at 
Kate and Claire, dismissing Violette as being of no further 
consequence. __ | 

“Our baby doesn’t need a dwarf in its life!” Violette’s _ 
mismatched eyes rounded in horror, and she whirled toward 
Kate. “What if having him around here marks our baby? 
What if deformity is contagious? Have you thought of that?” 
Her voice rose in a thin thread of alarm. | 

“Now, Violette ...” Kate stood and stroked the 
frightened woman’s arm. “Pig isn’t a dwarf, you know that. 
Nothing is going to mark... our... baby.” She struggled 
to suppress the smile twitching her lips. There were moments 
when Kate couldn’t help thinking of the baby as a group ef- 
fort. Even the old drunk who occasionally did minor repairs 
for Violette inquired about “our” baby. “Our baby is going to 
be healthy and perfect.” 

“No thanks to him!” Refusing to be mollified, Violette 
glared at. Pignalle. “If anything goes wrong, you'll be to 
blame!” she hissed. 

“What if our baby emerges with one mud eye and one pie 
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eye? Answer me that, since we’re discussing deformities!” 
Pignalle fisted his hands on orange trousers and narrowed his 
stare. 

“Someone should squash you like a bug,” Violette snarled, 
looking as if she intended to fly across the room and carry 
out the threat. “You miserable little piece of —” 

“Please,” Kate begged, looking from one to the other. 
“Please don’t fight.” She placed a palm on her stomach and 
winced, knowing the pretense would stop their bickering. 
Slyly she judged the effect from beneath lowered lashes. 

“Now see what you’ve done? You’ve upset her!” Pignalle 
cried. 

“It’s your fault! We were laughing and having a good time 
until—_—” 

“Kate! Kate, look here!” Pignalle fumbled at the door, 
then wrestled a heavy wooden cradle inside from the landing. 
“We aren’t going to have our baby sleeping in a box!” He 
wobbled under the weight of the cradle, carrying it to the 
center of the room, where he deposited it with a solid thump. 
He dusted his hands and stepped back expectantly. 

“Oh, Pig!” Kate gasped. “It... it’s wonderful!” She al- 
most danced around the cradle, helping Claire wipe beads of 
moisture from the wood, murmuring admiration. Finally she 
placed her hands on Pignalle’s shoulders and kissed his fore- 
head, her eyes brimming. “Pig,” she whispered. “Dear Pig. 
How can I ever thank you? 1...” : 

Pignalle beamed, smiling hugely. “Your. face is thanks 
enough.” 

Kate returned to the miracle, vying with Claire for words 
of praise, pointing out the merits of workmanship, the curve 
of the rockers, the little trumpets carved into polished end 
boards. 

With a strangled cry Violette ran from the room, slamming 
the door behind her. | 

“I’m afraid Violette is hurt,” Claire observed softly. “She 
loves this baby as much as any of us. She wishes she could do 
more.” 

Pignalle considered the closed door with knowing eyes. 
“Like you and me, Claire, she'll never have a baby of her 
own. I'm afraid we all want to share yours, Kate. Do you 
mind?” 

Kate’s eyes swam. She hooked arms with Pig and Claire, 
holding to their warmth, and returned with them to the stools 
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near the platform edge. “Our baby is. very lucky,” she whis- 
ered. 

F Pignalle examined the spread of tarot figures. “Cards? Will 

you do mine?” Claire laughed and nodded as Pignalle settled 

Kate, then dropped to the edge of the platform. He shuffled 

with a deft hand. | 

“The Gypsy sees all, knows all,” Claire teased. “Are you 
certain you want your secrets exposed?” 

An odd look flashed across Pignalle’s strong face, then van- 
ished. “I have no secrets from you, madame.” He bowed. 

“We shall see,” Claire muttered dramatically, affecting a 
heavy Gypsy accent. She arched a brow and bent over the 
cards, studying the arrangement as her smile faded. When all 
was said and done, Claire took the cards more seriously than 
she liked to admit. 

“Well? What do you see?” Pignalle stared down anxiously 
as if his future were cast in iron, requiring only speech to 
make it known. Kate laughed and sipped her coffee. 

“I see fame for you, Pig,” Claire answered soberly, the ac- 
cent abandoned. “A masterpiece unlike anything you’ve pre- 
viously attempted. You'll earn great acclaim and much 
derision, but your triumph will far outweigh any criticism.” 

Pignalle’s heavy eyebrows shot upward and he slid a 
startled glance toward Kate. “There is something I’ve been 
considering. What else?” Hiding his expression, he leaned for- 
se until his graying head almost touched Claire’s auburn 
curls, - 

“Well . ..” Claire straightened and considered Pig with an 
uncertain smile. “I see a... a ceremony. One you never ex- 
pected to participate in.” The scar slithered across her cheek 
and she hastily covered it with her hand before bending to 
scoop up the cards. 

“A ceremony!” Caterpillar brows met in a puzzled frown. 
“What kind of ceremony?” he demanded. 

“Madame Gypsy can be no more specific.” Claire’s voice 
sounded peculiar. 

. “Tm too old for circumcision, thank God, and I’ve already 
been baptized.” His dark eyes widened and he slapped his 
forehead. “A funeral! I’m going to die!” 

Claire laughed. “Pig, you idiot. You're not going to die, 
Geniuses live forever. Didn’t you tell me so yourself?” 

“Well, what, then?” 

_ “I don’t know. I told you this is just for amusement. I can’t 
imterpret everything.” 
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“All right, then do your fortune. Let’s see what fate holds 
for the Gypsy.” 

“Oh, yes, Claire. Do yours.” Kate clapped her hands. 

Claire declined with a smile. “Gypsies don’t tempt fate by 
reading their own destiny. It’s an old law.” 

“I’m sure I’ve seen you read yours. Are you by chance ly- 
ing, Madame Gypsy?” Pignalle demanded. 

Claire’s smile widened and her green eyes regarded him 
with bland innocence. “Of course. We Gypsies are known for 
lying. We have a reputation to uphold.” <—_ 

Pignalle laughed. “Then do Kate. Tell/us about the baby. 
We are having a boy, aren’t we?” 

Smiling happily, Kate shuffled the cards and struggled past 
her stomach to place them on the platform. Her skirt 
pinched, and she made a note to open another pleat tater 
tonight. Transforming her black silks to accommodate a blos- 
soming stomach had been a challenge she doubted she’d have 
conquered without Claire’s suggestions. Fondly she touched 
Claire’s shoulder. “What do you see?” 

Claire bent. “I think .. .” She drew out the words, a mis- 
chievous smile curving her lips. “I think we’re going to have 
a boy. Oui, a boy!” Pignalle shouted and Kate laughed. 
_ Claire’s fingertip touched a dark card, moved on, then re- 
turned uncertainly. She frowned and made a small sound in 
the back of her throat. - . 

“What is it?” | | 

Sweeping the cards into a pile, Claire pushed them roughly 
into the box. “This is silly. A stupid, ridiculous game! No one 
in their right mind would take it seriously!” 

Kate exchanged a puzzled glance with Pignalle. “Of course 
it’s just a game, we know that. What did you see?” 

Claire shoved angrily at a wisp of auburn. “I see a long 
voyage and a dark man and eventual happiness.” But she re- 
fused to meet Kate’s questioning eyes. “Enough games.” 

Kate sighed. Once Claire made up her mind, nothing 
would budge her. No amount of wheedling would alter her 
decision to pack away the tarot cards. “More coffee?” Kate 
asked, resigned. 

“More!” Pignalle pushed his thumbs into his vest pockets 
and looked indignant. “I haven’t had a first yet!” He waved 
Kate to her stool and marched toward the stove. “I’m not 
helpless.” 


“Nor am I,” Kate answered, secretly enjoying being pam- 
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pered as Pignalle refilled her cup and coaxed aq Smile from 
Claire’s strangely silent mouth. 

“Now, then,” Pignalle said when they were settled With 
fresh coffee and had discussed the usual range of £eneral top- 
ics. “I came here today for several reasons.” Clearing his 
throat, he loosened a pale blue cravat. “To deliver the cradle, 
of course, and to bask in the company of lovely ladies . . ; 
and to discuss a project I’m considering.” For the first time, 
he appeared uncharacteristically uncomfortable, 

Claire smiled. “To what do we owe this honor? I don’t re- 
Call the genius previously divulging projected works,” 

Pignalle studied his hands. “I have in mind @-painting that 
will be very controversial. Something no one has attempted 
before.” He managed a weak grin for Claire and his eyes 
briefly touched the pack of cards. “Maybe a masterpiece,” 

“Well, don’t be so mysterious, what is it?” 

Kate nodded agreement. “You can tell us. We're your 
friends, Pig, you know we'll support you.” 

His palm rose. “I know that, and I thank you. But I think 
you should reserve Opinion until you’ve heard what I pro- 
pose.” 

“Well, for heaven's sake, tell us!” Claire made a face and 
threw out both hands with an eXasperated sigh. 

Instead of answering, Pignalle gazed at Kate through soft 
eyes. “Look at her.” He leaned to touch Kate’s cheek. “Have 
you ever seen her so beautiful? So radiant?” 

Kate colored and lowered her head, experiencing a warm 
rush of pleasure. She hadn’t realized her inner emotions were 


movement within, Kate had blossomed into the full beauty of 
loving..She could not imagine any woman doing otherwise. 
Already her baby seemed as real to her as Claire or Pig. And 
when she couldn't slee » €lated at feeling a tiny form move, 
she curled around herself and whispered tender nonsense to 
the small person within. For the first time, Kate Callahan 
Blanchard understood unselfish love; a love which asked 
nothing in return, a love which extended beyond self; 
“Pig!” Claire glared at him. “Will you get on with it?” 

“I am, I am.” But he didn’t. Instead Pignalle regarded 
Kate from wondering eyes, drinking in her rounded love- 
liness, 
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“Out loud?” Claire inquired dryly. Her mouth pursed into 
an amused circle. 

“T want to do a nude of Kate.” 

Instantly their faces sobered. 

“{ want to preserve this wonder and this special beauty for 
all time.” Pignalle gazed softly into a private scene. “I picture 
Kate from three-quarter profile, her hair done up in ribbon. 
Another figure in the background for balance, and a tray of 
fruit in the foreground—at an angle to the back figure to sug- 
gest depth. I want to show her smiline—softly, like she does 
when she steps inside herself—as if sharing a secret, yet with- 
holding it. I see it all! So clearly!” Swaying, he closed dark 
eyes, examining his inner vision. “It’s here before me! She 
glows with a special radiance, and ¥ want to immortalize that 
quality for the mothers of the world—-for all the women who 
experience this miracle and for those of us who can only 
watch and marvel.”. 

In the ensuing silence they heard droplets of sleet splatting 
against the windowpanes. The stove hissed beneath a soup 


pot. 

When Kate finally opened her lashes, they were: both 
watching her, Pignalle hopefully, Claire with a carefully 
blank expression. Kate wet her lips. “I . . . must it be nude?” 
She had never expected such a suggestion from Pignalle. She 
swallowed hard. 

“Oui, chérie,” Pignalle answered quietly. “No one has done 
@ pregnant nude.” 

“It will be a scandal—you know that.” Claire frowned at 
her coffee mug, turned it in circles on the tabletop. 

He nodded. “At first. But if I have the skill to paint what I 
see in here’—he tapped his heart—‘“no one will gaze at the 
work without sensing the wonderment of approaching moth- 
ethood. They will see Kate as she is now—magnificent .. . 
beautiful!” 

Kate’s chest constricted, her stomach churned. “Have... 
have you discussed this with Neil?” She had a sinking convic- 
tion Neil would agree to anything which earned a few francs. 
Two francs an hour was still the standard rate for posing 
nude. 

“Qui.” Pignalle examined the tablecloth rather than look 
into Kate’s face. “Blanchard is agreeable.” He looked up 
then, meeting Kate’s stricken eyes. His intensity alarmed her. 
“I believe in this painting, Kate—with all my heart I believe 
in it! But I'll abandon it in an instant if you object.” 
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If she objected. People saw only what they wished to see. 
She rose unsteadily, a hand trembling toward her throat. “I... 
ld like to think about it. Is that all right? A few minutes .. .” 

“Of course. One more thing you should know before decid- 
ing. I plan to exhibit this painting if the judges will accept it. 
At next May’s Salon.” 

_ Kate’s heart tumbled. Everyone in Paris would see her 
face. And her body. Naked. 

“But ... I'll destroy it, Kate, if you find anything objec- 
tionable in the finished work. I promise you this on my word 
as a gentleman.” His dark eyes were steady. “I'll leave the fi- 
nal judgment to you. If you find the painting unworthy, no 
one will ever see it.” 

“Thank you,” Kate choked. She started to add something, 
then pressed her lips and fled into Claire’s room, curling on 
the bed and listening to the blood roaring through her 
temples. 

She couldn’t do it. Everything she was, everything she’d 
ever been taught, rejected the idea outright. It was Le Lange 
all over. Although Kate understood Pignalle’s concept and 
trusted the painting would in no way be vulgar, still she shud- 
dered from it. Old values died hard. She struck the pillow 
with a clenched fist. 

Why did every artist believe his masterpiece had to be a 
nude? And they all did, or so it seemed to Kate. She hadn't 
yet entered an artist’s studio not replete with framed nudes. 
Nudes at dressing tables, nudes dancing, nudes doing laundry, 
nudes reclining, nudes sitting, standing, bending, bowing. She 
couldn’t think of a single painter without his portfolio of 
nudes. And no artist seemed to consider this anything out of 
the ordinary. 

But it was such a departure for Kate as to be unthinkable. 
Cringing into the pillow, she tried to recapture the strength of 
purpose she’d invented when faced with Le Lange. They des- 
perately needed the money Pignalle would pay. | 

A small sound threaded past Kate’s lips. Money. So many 
of life’s decisions were compromised by money. Uneasily she 
suspected she only now grasped what most of the world had 
long known. Two francs, when they were urgently needed, 
swept all other considerations in their path. 

Again and again she examined her choices, listening with 
half an ear as Claire began dinner, talking softly with Pig- 
nalle. In a few minutes the smell of onion soup and baking 
bread filled the studio. Soup and bread again; onions were 
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cheap. A few extra coins would make such a difference! And 
how could she explain to Neil that she’d had an opportunity 
to relieve their situation but had not? Her lip curled. What 
was she thinking of? Neil wouldn’t give her any choice. The 
decision was made. Informing her was merely a courtesy; 
there was no real question of deciding anything. 

Kate scrubbed her eyes. The cooking odors reminded her 
of her obligations to Pignalle; not that he considered they 
owed him anything—he’d made it clear he did not. But when 
they had a bit. of meat, Kate had long suspected Pignalle’s 
generosity provided it. Claire occasionally produced coins for 
a roast or a hen and answered vaguely when questioned as to 
the source of the money. Kate’s heart eased in a surge of af- 
fection. 

If she absolutely must remove her clothing—and she saw 
now she: would, sooner or later—she would far rather it be 
Pignalle standing behind the easel than anyone else. Pignalle 
would paint her with love. And he would execute the painting 
he had described better than any other artist in Paris. Perhaps 
it would even be a masterpiece, as he hoped. 

And they needed the money. 

Blotting her eyes on the hem of the pillow slip, Kate 
forced her feet over the edge of the bed. Feeling anything but 
lovely, anything but the sought-after model of someone’s 
great work, she pushed past the curtains and hid shaking 
hands in the folds of her skirt. 

“Pig? I. ..1 would be honored to sit for your master- 
piece.” 
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U xwiuns To RISK KATE’S HEALTH, Pignalle transferred his 
equipment to the Blanchard studio rather than require Kate 
to negotiate the hill in cold and blustery weather. Neil, acqui- 
escing without grace, threw tubes of paint into a tin case and 
announced he would occupy Pignalle’s studio until “Pig’s 
masterpiece” was finished. Both agreed the Blanchard studio 
wasn't large enough to accommodate two painters. 

Neil’s barbed tone annoyed Kate, but Pignalle accepted the 
stinging comments with equanimity. “He means nothing by 
it,” Pig muttered. Puffing, he heaved the torn chaise from the 
platform and replaced it with a wider, more elegant lounge 
his assistants had earlier delivered. He threw a length of 
cream-colored satin over the cushions and stepped back, 
frowning. Next he tried soft blue. Neither pleased an exacting 
eye, and Pignalle rolled both into balls and stuffed them into 
his box of supplies. “Not right,” he murmured in irritation. 

“Don’t you have everything sitting too far back on the 
platform?” Claire leaned against a worktable, sipping coffee 
and watching the proceedings with a blend of amusement and 
curiosity. 

“Who is the expert here, madame?” Pignalle shoved a stool 
onto the platform. “The purpose of the platform is to raise 
the model to an artist’s eye level. As I don’t require that, I 
have to make room on these damn boards for both the scene 
and for me.” He frowned and fisted small hands on his hips. 
“How Blanchard works here is the devil’s own guess! The 
pent i atrocious, the space cramped, and nobody gives you 
coffee!” 
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“Ts that my job?” Claire smiled. 

“Tt doesn’t seem to be anybody’s job!” Pignalle responded 
crossly. As he worried over the scene setup, his disposition 
steadily worsened. ) 

A fact which bothered neither Kate nor Claire. Every. 
painter cherished a set of habits and idiosyncrasies which 
leaped to the front the instant a major work began. Neil 
fought the canvas, oblivious of his surroundings; Renoir 
talked constantly; Cézanne required absolute privacy; Degas 
measured his models with bits of string, muttering darkly as 
he calibrated the results to canvas. Kate had posed for Pig- 
nalle previously; she understood his souring humor reflected 
immersion into a world belonging only to himself. Any in- 
trusion or setback at this point elicited a burst of irritation. 
Not until the work firmed in his mind and the actual painting 
began would his disposition return to normal. 

Nearly a week elapsed before Pignalle pronounced himself 
satisfied with the background he’d arranged. The result justi- 
fied the effort. One end of the platform had been transformed 
into a woman’s boudoir, complete with washstand and basin 
and silk screen and a ruffied wrapper hanging from a peg. 
Across the lounge lay a white satin throw edged in lace, and 
a matching quilt covered the foot. Beside the lounge stood a 
small round table supporting a tray containing an artful ar- 
rangement of winter fruit. Kate and Claire began to glimpse 
hints of Pignalle’s vision. The entire effect was subdued, soft, 
and totally feminine. Wistfully Kate wished she actually lived 
in such surroundings. Once she had. 

Beginning the second week, Pignalle slammed the door be- 
hind him and settled a critical eye on Kate before removing 
coat and hat. “Today we discuss your hair.” . 

“Discussion” wasn’t an adequate term. Barking orders like 
a general, Pignalle directed Claire in dressing Kate’s hair. 
Again and yet again. They tried it pulled to the crown and 
falling freely down Kate’s back, an effect Pignalle admired 
until he realized her hair would drop across the pillows. Next 
he suggested they attempt a simple high coil. “Too stark,” he 
muttered, stalking around Kate’s stool for a better view. They 
tried braids crossing her small head; a ribbon at the neck, 
holding masses of curls up and back; they pulled shining 
black tresses first to one side, then the other; Claire held a 
rope of curls across Kate’s forehead while Pignalle considered 
bangs. Nothing pleased him. 
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Glumly he sank to the edge of the platform, watching icy 
rain patter against the windows. 

“Have you considered a hat?” Claire suggested with a 
weary sigh, 

“A hat?” When Pignalle realized she was joking, he glow- 
ered fiercely. “No hat.” He stared morosely from the win- 
dows. “It has to be just right! I see it in my mind, but I don't 
know women’s hairstyles well enough to describe what I 
want! You know, smooth but curly.” Frustration seeped into 
his voice and deepened the lines carving his face. 

“Smooth but curly. . . .” Claire rolled her eyes toward 
heaven. 

The delay plucked Kate’s nerves. She wanted the painting 
to finally begin and thus to end. Even if it meant giving up 
Pignalle’s daily company. She wanted to face the worst and 
put it behind her. Delay only heightened the anxiety. 

Thinking hard, Kate studied the illusion he’d created atop 
the platform, slapping the hairbrush gently against her palm. 
“T have an idea, Pig. May I try it?” 

He threw out his hands. “Why not? We're getting nowhere 
this way.” 

After setting the mirror.on the table, Kate brushed her 
long hair straight from her face and caught it high in a 
smooth coil atop her head. Working carefully, she coaxed the 
ends of her curls from beneath the coil, allowing them to 
drop no lower than the nape of her neck. With a start, she re- 
alized she was creating the hairstyle her mother had worn for 
the picture over the fireplace in the Fifth Avenue house. Kate 
looked into the mirror, searching for Grace Billington in the 
features peering back at her. Instead she recognized the Cal- 
lahan strength and purpose. Hints had settled into actuality. 
Wondering how long it had been since she really looked at 
herself, Kate stared into the mirror. 

The beautiful stranger had a thinner face than Kate 
remembered. Gone was the full, rounded look of girlhood, re- 
placed by a maturity which startled her. When last she’d 
studied her own face, it had seemed to Kate that her smooth 
brow and cheeks were like an untouched page; now the first 
etchings of character had begun to form. And something new 
overshadowed melancholy blue-gray eyes. Loss of innocence? 
Knowledge? A tentative growth? 

-“That’s it!” Pignalle tugged her sleeve, breaking Kate’s 
thought. Small strong hands waved near her temples. “Could 
you pull a wisp loose beside your cheeks?” Excitement 
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lightened his deep voice. “And a ribbon! Something .. - 
Let's try maroon. Do you have a maroon ribbon?” 

“T think I do,” Claire answered, moving toward the cur- 
tains. She produced a length of maroon velvet and wound it 
about the coil topping Kate’s small head, letting the soft ends 
trail. 

“Perfect! That’s perfect!” Pignalle shouted. He almost 
danced. “Now .. .” Taking Kate’s hand, he led her to the 
platform lounge. “Sit here.” 

‘Do I have to... ?” 

“No, no, not today. I want to sketch head and profile while 
we have the hair just right.” Assisting her onto the lounge, he 
tilted her head first this way, then that, until he was satisfied. 
“Good, good. Hands here . . .” He guided her hands to her 
stomach. “Wonderful!” 

Fresh enthusiasm infused Pignalle’s expression and his dark 
eyes snapped vitality. “Wonderful!” Hurrying to his stool, he 
opened a sketchbook, skilled hands flying across the pages. 
“Good God! I forgot to pack erasers! Claire! Give me a few 
small pieces of kneaded dough, will you? Hold still, Kate! 
Wonderful!” 

As Pignalle worked, Kate thought of the Poppy Field and 
Pignalle’s preference for working outdoors. “Aren’t you com- 
promising yourself by doing an indoor painting?” She could 
tease now, knowing she would remain fully dressed. This was 
not the day. 

He smiled. “Would you rather I moved you outside?” Cold 
air steamed the windows and Kate laughed and shook her 
head, bringing a cry of alarm. His charcoal stick scratched 
across page after page, racing. “You can judge for yourself 
when we finish.” 

Claire tapped his shoulder. “Speaking of which, are you 
ready for lunch, genius?” 

“We just started!” 

“Two hours ago. Aren’t you hungry?” | 

“In a minute.” A slash of charcoal cut across a fresh page, 
and Kate’s profile took form above it. 

“Monsieur. I have vermicelli soup, garlic sausage, wine, 
and hot bread. Would you rather work than eat?” 

Pignalle’s eyes sparkled. “Anytime, madame.” But he reluc- 
tantly put down the sketchbook and helped Kate to her feet. 
“Are you all right? We didn’t tire you or our baby?” 

Kate smiled and shook her head. 

Over lunch they discussed painting—what else?——-and the 
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painters Pignalle knew well, most of Paris’ thriving art com- 
munity. “The great majority of whom are living in poverty. 
Cézanne lives worse than Blanchard. This is a palace com- 
pared to Cézanne’s lodgings,” Pignalle explained. He shook 
his head. “And poor Claude Monet and his charming little 
wife ... But would any of them consider abandoning their 
art? Not for a moment! Painting is like a drug, a craving as 
intense as tobacco, alcohol, or women.” A plump sausage 
waved, underscored his words. “Yield, and the course of a 
lifetime is set. Art dictates all phases of existence from the 
hours of sleep to what once was leisure time. And the dis- 
couragements! God! No one can even hope for happiness in 
hee life, Despair follows fleeting joy as surely as night follows 
ay. 

“It sounds terrible.” Claire smiled and winked at Kate. 

“But I have a suspicion he’s telling us he loves it.” 
. Pignalle’s brows met in a sheepish grin. “Of course I do, 
Someday, my dear Claire, maybe with this very work, I'll 
create a painting to last—the dream of all artists. Then I'll 
live out my days knowing I’ve not passed this way in vain. 
Something of Hercule Pignalle will survive.” 

The universal ambition. Kate supposed the wish to.live on 
Was as essential a part of humanity as thumbs or speech. 
“That's important to you, isn’t it?” She placed her spoon 
beside her bowl. . 3 

Pignalle nodded, gazing into his wine. “Children fulfill the 
wish for immortality in some people. Long after you’ve been 
forgotten, Kate, a child will live in your image... and his 
children after him. For others, the reason for living is found 
in spouse and home. For me? My art.” 

Unable to bear Pignalle’s odd yearning expression, Kate 
lowered ‘her face. Whether he longed for the elusive master- 
piece or for relationships he’d never had, Kate couldn't guess. 
But it wounded to observe the ache in his handsome eyes. 

They finished the meal in silence; then Kate resumed her 
pose. 

In the following days, Kate learned to respect Pignalle’s 
painstaking craftsmanship, a quality dismissed by Neil as tire- 
some perfectionism. Necessity occasioned compromise in Pig- 
nalle’s personal life, but never in his art. Pignalle marched to 
Neil’s studio and worked every day for the next week without 
once approaching the canvas. He crammed three sketchbooks 
with various approaches, seeking an evasive perfection of bal- 
ance and perspective. 
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“Paint from the gut, Pig, not from the intellect.” Neil 
leaned over Pignalle’s shoulder, studying the most recent 
series of drawings. When he returned at night, Neil took the 
liberty of inspecting each day’s progress, an infringement Pig- 
nalle suffered with growing annoyance. 

“You may look now, Blanchard.” Disapproval and anger 
deepened his voice as Pignalle watched Neil thumb through 
the sketchbooks. “But when the actual work begins, I ask 
your word as a gentleman not to violate my privacy. When I 
cover the canvas at night, I expect it to remain untouched!” 

Shrugging, Neil dropped the sketches and deposited an 
armload of small canvases against a wall. “I can’t see privacy 
as being that important. I'd think you’d welcome another art- 
ist’s opinion.” 

“Would you?” asked Pignalle, brows closing in a shrewd 
glance. “Would you welcome comments during the course of 
a work?” 

Neil didn’t answer. 

“We don’t approach painting from the same direction.” 

Always sensitive, Neil straightened with a dark face. “Are 
you suggesting your methods are superior?” 

Pignaile crossed his knees and placed both hands on top of 
them, leveling a steady look across the room. “You know bet- 
ter than that. And you also know how different we are. You 
plunge into a work headlong; I can’t paint a stroke until I see 
the whole thing in my head. You paint visions which’ don’t 
exist outside your mind; I paint impressions of the real 
world.” He lifted a hand. “Your landscapes are daubs, Neil, 
don’t deny it . . . your best work reflects the demons churn- 
ing inside Neil Blanchard. I recognize the unique excellence. 
of the work while not pretending to understand the subject 
matter.” Pausing, he added softly, “Based on this reasoning, I 
don’t believe either of us qualifies to advise or judge the 
other.” 

Neil spread a heel of bread with soft goat’s cheese. “All 
right,” he admitted grudgingly. “Perhaps you have a point.” 
Chewing, he stared toward the background scene Pignalle 
had erected on the platform. “What do you gain by drawing 
an empty set over and over?” 

Pignalle sighed. “Shadows and light. What must be decided 
about. that table and those sheets and that screen and so on, is 
the light.” They had discussed every facet of painting a thou- 
sand times before; neither would ever see it like the other. 
“What color is light? How does it lie in the folds of satin? 
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How does the light change with the juxtaposition of differing 
colors and objects?” A finger jabbed the air. “I need these 
questions answered before I begin.” 

“Well, when are you going to begin?” Neil demanded irri- 
tably. He swallowed a mouthful of wine. “T’'ll tell you 
frankly, I’m not happy being forced from my own studio. I 
can’t work as well anywhere else.” 

Surprised, Kate glanced up from the stove. Automatically 
her eyes strayed to the paintings he’d brought in, but they 
faced the wali and she couldn’t read their message. However, 
judging from the conversation, she had little trouble guessing 
their content. Neil continually viewed himself as tossed on 
stormy seas; this recent inconvenience would serve as yet an- 
other excuse to unleash an emotional tide in waves of black 
oil and scenes to ravage the soul. 

“No one is forcing you out. If you don’t like my studio, 
you can return here,” Pignalle answered shortly. “But I re- 
mind you, we decided on these arrangements together.” 

“The options were few, weren’t they?” Neil snapped. “I 
don’t know how you work over there! It’s better than working 
in Gyp’s apartment, but not by much. There’s no platform, 
and the light is too bright— 

“Too bright? Light can never be too bright!” 

“and I don’t like how your studio boy stares at Gyp. If 
you don’t want to find the bastard in pieces, I'd suggest you 
speak to him!”’. 

Kate bowed her head above the stove and stared into a 
bubbling custard pot. 

“T’ll see to it,” Pignalle answered tersely. 

“Good.” Stretching, Neil walked to the bed and fell heavily 
across the quilt. He reached for the absinthe bottle on the 
side table, then spoke into a silence. “When do you start?” 

“I begin preliminary watercolor tomorrow.” Pignalle 
bowed over Kate’s fingers, not seeing the sudden leap in her 
eyes. 

Tomorrow. 

Turning to Claire, Pignalle inquired, “Madame, would you 
be willing to brave a nasty night to join me for a drink at the 
Lionne? Your stew was excellent”——he patted a flat stom- 
ach—“all that’s needed is a little something to settle it. I’d be 
honored for your company.” 

Claire’s eyes swung toward the black frosted windows and 
she listened to cold wind rattling the panes. Then she smiled 
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and reached for her cloak, adjusting the hood over her face. 
“T was just thinking what a lovely night it is for a walk.” 

Pignalle laughed and offered his arm. 

When they’d gone, Kate. took the custard pot from the 
stove and finished washing the supper dishes, her mind 
jumping forward to the morning. “I’m not going to be silly 
about this,” she whispered through her teeth. She stacked a 
pile of chipped crockery to the back of a shelf, then scrubbed 
the table she’d already washed. “It won’t be so bad, and 
Claire will be here.” Plus, she knew in her heart Pignalle 
would see her as a woman only for a brief few minutes. In- 
stead, he would see the total composition, a focus of flesh 
tones and reflected light. Recalling Claire’s past, Kate decided 
there were worse humiliations. Posing quietly for a few hours 
wouldn’t seem that bad to most women. Would it? Wringing 
out the cloth, she draped it across the washtub and hung her 
apron on a peg. 

Outside, chill October wind fingered the windows, seeking 
entry. Faded curtains rippled as cold air located hidden 
cracks. Kate pulled a black shawl tighter around her shoul- 
ders and peered into the night, watching a last stubborn leaf 
dance briefly on the night wind, then flutter to. the courtyard 
stones. Oddly disturbed, she turned away and ran her finger- 
tips lightly over the rails of the baby’s cradle, taking comfort. 
from the solid feel of polished wood. The blanket she’d sewn 
covered the bottom, and a pile of small clothing nearly filled 
one end. Kate picked up a tiny spoon and cup that Violette 
had presented her and rested the cup against her stomach, 
watching it gently move to the rhythms within. “Your mother 
may be famous one day,” she whispered. Or, more likely, in- 
famous. Shuddering, Kate stepped abruptly around the 
cradle. If God hears the prayers of mothers, her child would 
never see Pignalle’s painting. : 

“You don’t want to do it, do you?” 

Kate jumped and spun toward the bed, the swirl of skirts 
moving cold currents of air. She’d forgotten Neil;.he spent so 
few evenings in the studio and he’d been so quiet. Pressing 
her lips into a line, Kate realized he’d been watching her. “Pll 
do it, Neil, don’t worry.” 

“That’s not what I asked.” 

She felt his blue eyes staring from the shadows and hastily 
busied herself above the crib, hiding her face. A wartn flush 
of anger began at her throat and spread upward. He 
shouldn’t have to ask; he should know. And why did he pre- 
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tend concern now—when it was too late. “No,” she whis- 
pered, “I don’t want to do it. I’ve only been naked before a 
man...” She almost said “twice,” but bit her tongue in- 
stead. “It probably won’t be as bad as I think.” She failed to 
inject a positive tone into her sinking voice. “I think this may 
be Pignalle’s masterpiece.” 

“The sketches are good.” The mattress groaned as Neil 
leaned to pour more absinthe into his glass. “Very good. If 
the hanging committee doesn’t accept this work for next 
year’s Salon, they’re crazy!” A note of bitterness harshened 
his tone. “If nothing else, the scandal will make Pig’s reputa- 
tion. By this time next year there won’t be a critic in France 
who hasn’t heard Pignalie’s name. People will flock to see this 
painting by the thousands.” 

Kate wet dry lips. “And my name?” Her knuckles 
whitened around the crib railing. “Will everyone in France 
know my name too?” Behind her lids she saw a blameless 
reputation destroyed in a flash. Her vulnerability, her preg- 
nant nakedness, would shock and scandalize from the walls 
of the Salon. The thought devastated. She recalled the group 
of people jeering the Poppy Field and pictured a similar 
throng pointing fingers and reviling her. They'd ridicule and 
‘denigrate Kate’s most private experience. 

Neil’s eyes burned across the room, dark with envy and 
loathing. “Oh, yes, you'll be as famous as Pig.” He watched 
_ her cringe as if, he’d struck her. “The Blanchard name will fi- 
nally be recognized.” His fist pounded the mattress and his 
- hollow laugh clawed down Kate’s spine. 

“Oh, God,” she moaned, swaying against the crib. Women 
of breeding shunned notoriety like a plague; and shunned 
those who achieved it. Her ruination would be complete. 
Kate felt sick. A parade of viewers marched through her 
mind, looking up at the painting in delicious shock, whisper- 
ing, condemning, pointing, and snickering behind their hands. 
Kate covered her face. 

“What’s the matter? You don’t want to be famous? You 
don’t want all that glory and fame?” The nasty taunt thick- 
ened Neil’s voice. His wife would achieve what he craved as 
much as the air in his lungs. Life was so unjust as not to be 
worth living. 

She heard him rolling about the bed, but Kate didn’t look. 
Shaking her head so violently that black hair tumbled about 
her pale cheeks, Kate denied the accusation. “All Pve ever 
wanted was to live quietly and decently. Don’t you under- 
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stand? There are bounds which should not be crossed! What 
does a woman have if not her reputation? Her public appear- 
ance?” Wild eyes stared between her fingers. “Can you an- 
swer that? Before I married, everything I owned belonged to 
Black Jack: now everything belongs to you. The only thing in 
this world that is truly mine is my good name. And now I’m 
asked to sacrifice even that!” 

“For Christ’s sake, Kate. You make it sound as if you'll be 
stoned in the streets!” He splashed more absinthe into his 
glass. “How many people do you know in France? Ten? 
Twenty? What do you care what anyone will think?” 7 

“I care!” Kate’s voice rose and her hands curled into fists 
against her breast. “Maybe you’re beyond caring what anyone 
thinks... but I do! If this painting is the success you and I 
think it can be, then it will follow me all of my life! Every 
time I meet someone, I’li wonder if they recognize me, if 
they’ve looked at my body, at my—” 

“Christ!” 

“Neil, please . . .” She wanted him to tell her she didn’t 
have to do this; all he had to do was say “stop.” He could 
end it if he wanted to. In her mind she saw no difference be- 
tween Miles Grant forcing Claire into a fancy house and Neil 
forcing her to pose naked. 

When he didn’t answer, she stared at him through dull 
eyes. “Will anyone believe I’m any different from the models 
who drift from studio to studio, painter to painter?” 

Gyp’s unspoken name hung between them. 

“No one could possibly think that about you.” 

Kate rubbed aching temples. It seemed she’d had more 
headaches in the last days than in all the rest of her life. “I'll 
be tainted with the reputation of nude models whether or not 
it’s deserved.” Quick tears stung her lids. 

“Do you really think it likely that the people around here 
are the type to visit the Salon? The old hag in the market, Vi- 
olette, that tart Rosette—can you imagine any of them caring 
a sou for artwork?” 

A stretch of silence widened; then his voice spoke near her 
ear, startling her. She hadn’t heard him rise from the bed. 
“Kate, look ... no one is forcing you to do this. If you real- 
ly don’t believe in the painting . . . don’t do it.” 

No one was forcing her? As always, Neil’s abrupt mood 
swings threw her off balance. One minute he could be biting 
and sharp; the next moment he was another person entirely. 
Which made dealing with him a baffling and frustrating ex- 
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perience. Especially as Kate distrusted the unnaturally calm 
periods; his rages were more familiar, easier now for her to 
cope with. | | 

“¥ thought you insisted I do this.” 

Gently he turned her shoulders until she faced him. “Look 
at me. Of course I'd like you to go on with it; we need the 
money. If there was any other way.to earn money, don’t you 
think I'd be doing it?” 

Staring into his eyes, Kate didn’t doubt for a second that 
Neil believed what he said. But she didn’t. If he’d wanted 
money badly enough, he could have taken a job and painted 
at night. He could have done something to spare her this deg- 
radation. 

At first she resisted, then allowed him to guide her head to 
his shoulder. “I hate to ask this of you. I have my pride too, 
you know,” he said. ; 

Ask? A small sound broke past Kate’s lips. Had he ever 
asked? No. How did Neil forget these things? Did two sep- 
arate people live inside him, neither recalling what the other 
said or did? At least two, she thought in despair. At least two. 

“TI don’t see any other way to pay the bills we owe.” 

Kate saw the futility of mentioning other avenues. He 
wouldn’t listen, he refused to compromise his ambitions. 
Painting was the blood and bones of his life. Kate’s shoulders 
slumped, and she pressed her cheek against his shoulder. 
“Sometimes I feel so alone.” 

This time she experienced something akin to shock as he 
led her to the bed and covered her with a blanket, then 
stretched out and curled around her body, offering his 
warmth. She couldn’t recall Neil ever displaying any tender- 
ness. It was as if a poisonous cloud had momentarily lifted to 
reveal the man he might have been. She held her breath, 
waiting for the pendulum to swing, to bring back the cloud. 

“Everything will be all right, you’ll see.” 

Tet! case 

“You're strong, Kate. You don’t know how strong you 
are.” She felt his breath on the back of her neck. “No matter 
what happens, you'll see it through.” He held her against his 
body, whispering the amazing words. “Sometimes when I see 
you bent over a scrub board, your hands raw and chapped, I 
envy you so much it’s almost hatred.’ A small sound escaped 
Kate’s throat, and she pressed the sheet to her eyes. “I envy 
your strength. Because I don’t have that kind of endurance 
anymore. Once I thought I did, but now...” 
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“Please. . .” She didn’t want to hear empty words. Guard- 
ing her stomach, she attempted to edge from him, but he 
held her tightly, and Kate fought down a rush of alarm. 
She didn’t trust this strange mood. 

“You never complain. It’s like you’ve forgotten your life 
was ever better than this.” 

“You give me too much credit. More than anything, I wish 
I could turn back the clock and be on Fifth Avenue!” 

“That’s the kind of life we both deserve! I ate from gold- 
edged plates, platoons of servants catered to my every wish!” 
Resentment tensed along his arms. “But you’ve made this life 
workable, at least. I can’t! I want to smash the filthy system 
to pieces!” 

Unable to relax, Kate listened as he described an outpour- 
ing of destructive hatred, and she shivered at a glimpse of the 
rim of madness. And knew that no matter how desperate she 
became, she would not take refuge in madness. The Callahan 
spirit would see her through. Somehow. Some way. 

“You'll always triumph, Kate. Even if no one knows it but 
you... you'll hold your head high. Rot and decay can’t 
touch you. If they ever did, I think Pd...” 

Rot and decay. Always rot and decay. Kate couldn’t see 
how rot and decay figured in,the conversation, but she under- 
stood Neil’s demons were never far from the surface. 

And she recognized that he tried to comfort her in his own 
way. After a lengthy silence she lifted her hand and touched 
his fingers on her shoulder. She would have liked to place his 
palm on her stomach so he could experience the movement 
of their child, but she did not. The one time she’d suggested 
it, he’d looked at her in horror and rushed from the studio. 

“Thank you for trying to help.” They lay quietly, huddled 
against the cold wind seeping past chinks in the wall. And 
Kate suddenly realized this was the first time in her marriage 
that she had lain in her husband’s arms. The sadness -of it 
moistened her lashes. 

Tenderness, even in small doses, worked such magic. Why 
he reached for her tonight and not a hundred other nights 
was a mystery Kate didn’t attempt to solve. Her husband’s 
complexities were a knot she’d long since abandoned trying 
to untangle. For the present, it was enough that he’d stepped 
outside himself long enough to strengthen her resolve. 

Objections and fears continued to war across her tired 
mind. But Neil had reminded her that she possessed the grit 
to accept whatever hand life dealt. A hint of a smile teased 
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past the sudden fatigue as she recalled how Black Jack had 
always looked at life as a giant card game. And another per- 
son had spoken of games. But her weary mind couldn’t cope 
with the loss of Link Reynolds. Clutching her husband’s fin- 
gers, Kate closed her eyes and slept. | 

In the morning she awoke confused at finding herself in 
bed wearing all her clothes instead of a nightgown; then the 
events of the night returned to memory, and Kate pushed up, 
searching the room. 

“He left early,” Claire volunteered from the stove. She 
glanced at Kate curiously. “He said it would be easier for 
you if he wasn’t here.” 

Kate released a breath. Whatever prompted his insight, he 
was correct. Inexplicably, having Neil observe her nakedness 
would be a greater embarrassment than standing before Pig- 
nalle. “He’s not a bad man, Claire. Really he isn’t. There’s 
still something which can be reached.” 

“I was thinking of recommending him for canonization,” 
Claire answered, stirring a pot of steaming oats. 

Kate smiled and stretched. “They only do that to dead 
people.” 

Claire arched a brow and nodded. 

“Really, he has his good points. He isn’t as crazy as we 
think.” 

Claire ladied two bowls of porridge and set them on the 
table, gesturing Kate forward. “I am biting my tongue and 
refuse to comment.” She rolled green eyes and pulled out her 
chair. 

“You ‘don’t like him, do you?” Kate seated herself and 
flicked a scrap of cloth across her bulging stomach. The 
coffee tasted rich and cream-sweet; Pignalle’s francs were go- 
ing to good use. 

“I don’t dislike him, Kate, not exactly. I dislike what being 
married to Neil is doing to you,” Claire answered slowly, not 
wanting to upset Kate, but wanting to answer truthfully. “Do 
you realize how long it’s been since you laughed? Really 
laughed? And what is there to smile about when the work is 
hard and you’re frightened most of the time? No, don’t shake 
your head—of course you’re frightened. He frightens me 
too.” Her eyes hardened. “And look at you! Whoever heard 
of black maternity clothes? You don’t have a single gown 
that isn’t patched and mended. And your hands! Unless you 
wear gloves, a stranger would mistake you for a char!” She 
stabbed a spoon into the porridge, her scar slipping and slid- 
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ing. “I dislike him because he could do more; you know it 
and I know it.” 

“He said some things last night... as if he understood 
».. but he has too much pride to—” 

* All he thinks about is Neil Blanchard and those godawful 
excuses for art! This goes beyond male pride, Kate! If he had 
all that pride, he wouldn’t make you do this, he’d get a job 
peddling coal if he had to!” 

Kate didn’t argue; she’d entertained similar thoughts too 
many times herself. “I wish he’d talk more, I think it would 
help. And I wish he’d say something kind to you, Claire. I 
have to stay here, but you don’t.” 

Claire’s laugh was grim. “Well, he won’t. Neil and [ 
reached an unspoken understanding some months ago. If -he 
ever saves enough money for passage to New York, he’ll ask 
me to leave. You can count on that.” 

Kate’s face paled at the thought. She reached across the 
table. “I don’t tell you often enough how glad I am that 
you've stayed. I’ve never had a better friend.” 

After returning the pressure of Kate’s fingers, Claire rose 
to answer Pignalle’s knock. She paused at the door. “Remem- 
ber. Blank your mind and think of white walls. You can do 
it.” She pulled open the door and arranged a smile across her 
lips. “Good morning, genius. Do you have time for coffee, or 
does inspiration take precedence?” 

Grinning, Pignalle pushed the door shut with his boot. 
Melting ice crystals clung in his beard. “If you don’t give me 
coffee, woman, I’ll be driven to knock at Mlle. d’Ache’s door. 
That’s how desperate I am for something hot!” 

“We haven’t seen Violette since you invaded our hearth 
and home.” Claire poured fresh coffee all around and leaned 
her elbows on the table. “I miss her.” She waved aside Pig- 
nalle’s protests. “Violette’s heart is in the right place.” 

“Nothing else is,” Pignalle grumbled, fighting out of a 
heavy green coat and placing his hat and cane on a stool. He 
swallowed noisily, then leaned back from the table with a 
contented sigh. “You haven’t said a word, Kate, are you 
feeling well?” Sharp eyes examined her pale cheeks, then 
dropped to her stomach. . | 

Kate couldn’t look at him. A dull color infused her face; 
her hands had begun to tremble at the first knock. She 
opened her lips, but only a whisper emerged, and she aban- 
doned the effort. 

Above her bowed head, Pignalle looked at Claire in alarm, 
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_Claire nodded toward Kate, indicating Pignalle should speak. 
He looked puzzled but responded to Claire’s appeal. 

“Katie girl...” he began. | 

Kate started. Only Black Jack and Link Reynolds had ever 
called her “Katie girl.” She lifted swimming eyes and met the 
kindness in his gaze. 

Reaching, he touched the soft curve of her cheek. “Now, 
what's wrong? There’s nothing to fear, you’re going to be 
wonderful. I can’t think of a more enchanting model. There’s 
absolutely nothing to worry about. Claire has promised to 
keep the stove fired, there won’t be any risk of catching cold. 
I wouldn’t do anything to endanger our baby, you must know 
that.” 

“Pig, you idiot!” Claire threw up her hands. “She isn’t con- 
cerned about catching a cold!” 

Caterpillar brows arched into twin commas. “Well, what, 
then?” 

“She’s embarrassed to take her clothes off in front of a 
stranger! Don’t you have any sensitivity?” Exasperated, Claire 
sniffed and flung backward in her chair. 

“Madame, I remind- you that geniuses are always sensi- 
tive.” Affronted, Pignalle swung toward Kate. “You don’t 
consider me a stranger ....do you?” 

“7 —_ = 

“A man, Pig! She hasn’t undressed in front of a man!” 

Pignalle glanced pointedly at Kate’s stomach showing 
above the table edge. “Somewhere along the line at least part: 
of her was undressed!” 

“You don’t know the story, and don’t ask! Just take it on 
faith that she’s feeling embarrassed and ashamed!” 

“To undress in front of me?’ Pignalle’s voice registered in- 
credulity. He leaned toward Kate. “Is this true?” 

_ Their voices floated from a great distance. Waves of heat 
fired Kate’s cheeks in hues of scarlet. Unable to lift her eyes, 
she nodded miserably, wishing she could vanish. 

“Welll” Pignalle’s dark eyes stared: then a smile split his 
beard. “Well, well!” Leaning backward, he hooked his 
thumbs in a flower-patterned waistcoat. “That’s the nicest 
thing I’ve heard in years!” Beaming, he grinned toward 
Claire. 

“What?” Claire exploded. “You're supposed to reassure 
her, not preen yourself! Have you gone mad?” 

Pignalle shook his head, and dark eyes snapped. “Reassure 
her, helil I’m going to enjoy every minute of this and reassure 
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me! My dear ladies, I have been painting nudes for twenty 
years, and not once has a single one of them behaved as if a 
man stood behind the easel. All were as casual as crows, as if 
a talented child had taken up a brush.” He nodded happily as 
Kate forced an upward glance. “The minute you forget you 
are stark naked in front of a man, I’m going to leer and pant 
until you remember it! I promise!” He winked and ogled 
Kate’s swollen breast with an exaggerated interest. 

Despite herself, a tiny smile appeared at the corners of 
Kate’s mouth. Had anyone else behaved so outrageously, 
she'd have fled the room. neh 

“Tuckily for you, our mother hen will be lurking in the 
background, or I might ravish you on the spot, monster that I 


“Pig!” Shocked, Claire reared in her chair, the scar.a livid 
streak of anger. . 

“Well, look at her!” Pignalle’s grin widened. “Did you ever. 
see a more enticing figure? Guaranteed to drive a man mad 
with passion!” 

All of them stared at Kate’s burgeoning stomach; then 
Claire’s hand ruffled auburn curls and a helpless laugh 
bubbled past her lips. “Pig, you are utterly impossible!” 

Kate touched the mound pushing at the table edge, and a 
small curve played with her lips. The idea of being desirable 
when she could no longer see her toes struck her as Pignalle 
had intended. She smiled. “I’m being stupid, aren’t I?” 

Instantly Pignalle’s face sobered and he covered her hand. 
“No, Kate. No, you are not being stupid.” Dark eyes 
searched her face, “I know this is difficult, but I want you to 
understand you have nothing to fear from me.” 

Kate returned his steady gaze, reading kindness and affec- 
tion. She nodded and swallowed. “It will be a masterpiece,” 
she whispered, and he nodded seriously. 

“I... I guess I’m ready.” As ready as she would ever be. 
As long as breath choked through her lungs, she would never 
be ready. 

Kate struggled up from the table. Then she walked to 
Claire’s room and unbuttoned her jacket. 


220 


F cevine LIGHT-HEADED AND ILL, WATCHING darkness clot the 
edges of her vision, Kate dropped the protective sheet she’d 
wound about her body. She hunched on the lounge, failing to 
cover herself with trembling hands. She’d thought the night 
Neil ordered her to remove her clothes had been the worst 
moment in her life, but it wasn’t. Then she had not had a 
choice. This was the worst moment of her life. 

Then she discovered it wasn’t. The worst moment arrived 
when Pignaile arranged her naked limbs to match the image 
in his mind. Beneath his warm unknown hands, her body 
stiffened to ice, alternately flushing hot crimson, then ashen. 
When his fingers touched her bare back, Kate knew if she 
died in the next second, she would do so without regret. 

_ Then he positioned the tilt of her head, forcing her eyes fo 
meet his. A desperation of shame wiped them clean of color. 
For a moment .Pignalle gazed into the agony glazing her 
Stare, his palms warm on her cheeks, and. what she read in 
his eyes reached out to her. Gradually, in slow timid stages, 
her tensed muscles relaxed. 

The Pignalle bending over her was not the same man who 
minutes before had shared coffee at the table. This man was 
totaliy professional, far removed from personal associations. 
Already he had stepped past the man and into the artist. 

Biting her lips, Kate watched from the corner of her 
lashes, and she could believe she observed a stranger rather 
than a beloved friend. Intense concentration altered Pignalle’s 
expression; his eyes measured a vision seen only by himself. 
Intuitively Kate understood he no longer viewed her as Kate; 
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he saw a form. His artistry observed her in terms of composi- 
tion, the missing piece of a nearly completed puzzle; a com- 
bination of shadow and light, flesh tones and balance. She no 
longer possessed individuality; she was not the person with 
whom Pignalle had laughed through numerous dinners and 
visits. She’d been elevated to something far beyond. She was 
all motherhood. She was his hope for a masterpiece, the focus 
of .a burning inner illumination. | 

After posing Kate, Pignalle donned a clean orange smock, 
pinning it above his shirt and trousers. Muttering to himself, 
he carefully placed a snowy white handkerchief on one side of 
the scene and a jet-black top hat on the other, providing con- 
trasting reference points from which to decide variations’ of 
tone and hue. Next he critically examined the wintry light 
falling past smudged windowpanes. Not finding it sufficient, 
he lit a dozen candles on either side of the lounge, judging, 
adjusting, checking once more until a glow of light caressed 
the satin folds beneath Kate’s body and at her feet.. 

Pignalle stood silently, only his dark eyes moving. A deep, 
penetrating stare absorbed every detail of the scene. After 
what seemed an eternity, he approached Kate and glowered 
above her, tugging his beard in short absent jerks. 

“Around the neck ...” He gestured toward Claire. 
“Something ... do you have more ribbon like the one in her 
hair?” 

Understanding at once, Claire circled Kate’s throat with a 
length of maroon velvet, pinning a small cameo just above 
the thudding hollow in her neck. 

“Oui!” Pignalle stepped backward, judging the effect. Then 
he shook his gray head and slapped his forehead. “No! It’s 
still not exactly perfect!” A hand cut the air. “The maroon 
must repeat.” He scanned the studio, searching. “Maroon! 
What is there?” 

Returning to the table, Claire seated herself before her un- 
finished breakfast. She pointed to a glass dish containing a 
single plum and called, “Will this do?” Her voice teased, not 
considering the idea worthwhile. 

Pignalle’s gaze swung and fastened. on the rich color of the 
plum. His face screwed into deep thought, then broke into 
lines of excitement. “Magnifique! Excellent!” Ignoring 
Claire’s look of surprise, he snatched the dish from beneath 
her spoon and jumped to the platform. Meticulously he posi- 
tioned the plum dish on the tray and stepped back, squinting 
his eyes. Muttering, he dashed forward and swept the previ- 
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ous fruit arrangement to the planks, leaving only the dish 
containing the plum. An expression of excited joy lit his eyes, 
and he took the spoon from Claire’s hand and placed it at an 
angle beside the plum dish. “Depth . . . precisely what was 
needed to suggest depth . . . the angle of the spoon... and, 
oui, the repeating color . . . wonderful!” 

Straining to see without disturbing her pose, Kate exam- 
ined the plum from the edge of her Jashes, so full and round 
it had begun to crack across the top. The color nearly 
matched the ribbon circling her throat and dripping from her 
black curls. Immediately she understood Pignalle’s enthusi- 
asm. The fruit not only repeated the color he needed, but 
subtly echoed her ripe stomach. 

Swallowing, Kate shifted her glance to the pale satiny 
mound beneath her fingertips. Pignalle had positioned her 
hands to explore the wonder of movement within. She sat up- 
right on the lounge, a pile of lace-edged pillows supporting 
her spine, one leg slightly raised. He would paint her in 
three-quarter profile, her head tilted to watch her hands, her 
full breasts warm and translucent in the candleglow. 

And suddenly Kate grasped the rightness of it; she felt it, 
recognized it in her soul. A shiver of understanding rose in 
‘bumps along her flesh. Her mind soared and broke free and 
saw through Pignalle’s eyes. And in that strange floating in- 
stant Kate comprehended the wonderous meaning of the 
scene. To have painted her clothed would have been utterly 
wrong; she knew this now. Only through a quiet glory of to- 
tal vulnerability could the painting convey the miracle of 
conception. 

Kate’s expression softened, then melted as a tiny fist thrust 
against her fingertips. A film of moisture blurred her vision. 
No matter what the reaction to this painting, no matter how 
vociferous the outcry, a conviction formed in Kate’s secret 
heart that she would never again participate in anything this 
important. Without question, she believed the result would be 
Staggering. 

Blinking at warm tears, she silently communed with the 
duality of herself. “My child, my love, when you are older, I 
will explain this to you. God grant that I can. And God grant 
the courage to be worthy of what we are doing here.” She 
prayed that she could hold her conviction before her when 
the doubts came. As she sensed they surely would. 

Then, carefully and deliberately, Kate blanked her mind, 
slipping into a hidden garden where every dream was pos- 
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sible, where the world and its thoughtless cruelties could not 
follow. 

At the end of the afternoon session, Claire wrapped Kate 
in a warm blanket and led her to the curtained room, where 
she tied a wrapper around Kate’s body before they joined 
Pignalle for a glass of wine. 

Distracted and crackling with nervous energy, Pignalle 
talked nonstop about nothing while he folded away the 
paint-streaked smock and gulped his wine. “Tomorrow,”. he 
said, shifting topics unaware, “I want you to provide the 
background figure, Claire. Wear a dark gown. Something 
unobtrusive.” 

“Me?” Claire’s brow climbed in surprise. 

“Why not?” Pignalle’s thoughts raced ahead of his words. 
“I need a background figure, and I’m willing to pay. It might 
as well be you.” 

Claire’s gaze swept the platform scene doubtfully, realizing 
her left side would be exposed. “I’m not a model, Pig,” she 
responded hesitantly. 

“T’ve wanted to paint you for a long time. I’ve told you so 
a hundred times.” 

Claire’s hand sliced the air in a gesture of rejection. Her 
green eyes clouded. “I ... Would you paint a different face 
on the finished figure?” The last words blurted out in a rush. 

“Why would I do that? You’re beautiful!” A crimson ftush 
darkened Pignalle’s features and he hastily dropped ‘his head, 
bending above the box of supplies. Kate watched the ex- 
change curiously. 

“Maybe from the other side. Maybe once. Certainly not 
now.” With difficulty Claire conquered a harsh tone. “I'll 
pose if it will help, Pig, but only if you promise you won't 
...” Her fingers traced the purple ridge. “If you promise to 
insert a different face later. Please don’t make a fool of me.” 

“Make a... ?” Pignalle straightened from the box of paint 
tubes and turpentine cans, staring at her without understand- 
ing. A flush of irritation deepened the color tinting his face. 
Stiffly he replied, “I would never do anything to harm either 
of you. I’m sorry you think I might.” Carefully placing his 
glass on the table, he jerked into his jacket, then bowed 
formally. “Good evening.” . 

Claire stared at the closed door, one hand fingering her 
cheek, the other tightly clasping her glass. 

“He’s especially sensitive right now, Claire.” Kate leaned 
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forward on her elbows, frowning at Claire’s odd expression. 
“This will pass when he begins in oil.” 

| “Yes,” Claire answered absently, her eyes remaining on the 
door. “Yes, I suppose so.” She rose abruptly when Neil re- 
turned, going: directly to her room and closing the curtains 
behind her. 

“Well,” Neil said, flinging his coat toward a peg, “what’s 
that all about?” He looked toward Claire’s curtains, then 
shrugged and poured a glass of absinthe. “How goes the great 
work?” He lifted the liquid to his lips, eyes sliding toward the 
covered canvas on the easel. 

Rising from chairs had’ become awkward in the last weeks, 
and Kate accomplished the task with difficulty. She retrieved 
Neil’s coat and hung it on the peg, hiding her face. “The sit- 
ting was easier than I’d expected.” 

After a moment she heard him step onto the platform. “I 
told you it would be.” He stared at the covering, touched it 
with the tip of a finger, then returned to the table. “I sold 
three paintings today.” A smug smile opened above his gold 
beard. 

“Neil! That’s wonderful!” The next question was: How 
much? But Kate held the words, knowing they would spoil 
his news. 

“You don’t understand.” Swaggering, he stepped to the 
table and swung a boot to a chair, leaning on his knee, 
watching her. “I sold three paintings—not those stupid daubs 
I've been doing, but paintings! Artwork!” | 

-Kate’s mouth dropped and she glanced toward the wall. 
There were empty slots among the stacks of ghoul paintings. 

He nodded happily. “Someone out there recognizes genius, 
Finally!” Draining his glass, he poured another, excitement 
and pleasure mottling his face. “Someone takes an interest in 
my work. Pouget hung the paintings last week: he kept part 
of the sale proceeds against his bill. It wasn’t much, I admit, 
but this is only the beginning. Pouget, that fool, predicted my 
paintings would never sell, hinted they were garbage—and 
then he sold them!” Neil laughed. “After I had to talk an 
hour just to convince him to display them.” 

Sinking to the table, Kate tried to picture the person who 
had purchased Neil’s work. No matter how hard she resisted 
the image, she imagined the buyer as resembling the ghouls 
he’d bought. Kate pressed her lips into a line, disguising a 
shiver of disgust. Where on earth would Neil’s paintings be 
hung? Above a parlor sofa? Over a fireplace? What sort of 
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person wanted such paintings in his home? A tiny voice whis- 
pered inside her ear: What sort of person painted such pic- 
tures? 

Kate shook glossy curls, hurling morbid thoughts from her 
mind. She attempted to concentrate instead on Neil’s jubilant 
monologue as he paced up and down the studio, waving the 
glass of absinthe, his eyes burning. 

“Pig isn’t the only genius capable of selling, of creating 
masterworks, They all said my work lacks fire .. . but they 
mean the landscapes, they won’t even consider my true work 
.. . just the commercial scrapings. Jealous! Only I have the 
courage to express truth!” Nodding violently, ‘Neil swallowed 
the last drops in his glass, then refilled it. “Because I have the 
eyes to see what is real, when the others gag and turn aside! I 
dare to look on the terrible face of truth! I see it! All the oth- 
ers paint dainty little confections. But I know!” A sly look 
arched toward Kate, swollen with arcane knowledge. “I know 
the real truths of life, and only I have the genius and daring 
to paint them!” 

“The real truth? What is the real truth, Neil?” Kate 
struggled to find a thread of logic within the babble. The look 
on his face frightened her, he was working up to a wildness 
she didn’t trust. 

“Oh, no! You've tried to trick me before!” Golden brows 
snapped together suspiciously. “If I tell you, you'll blab it to 
everyone, to all your old lovers. Bitch! Filthy bitch! You'll 
tell everyone. Then I'll lose it! And you'd like that, wouldn’t 
you? One more pain you can inflict!” Neil stalked toward 
Kate, his face purpling in rage. 

Kate pressed against the chair rails as he approached, her 
eyes widening. Sometimes she forgot his capacity for vio- 
lence, erased it from her mind as if fear couldn't exist unless 
she accepted it. 

“Don’t you ever try to trick me again, or I'll rip every 
‘blond hair out of your rotten head! Didn’t you learn anything 
the last time?” 

“Neil .. .” Kate tried to keep her voice calm, fighting the 
quaver. “Neil, this is Kate, not Gyp.” His twisted expression 
hissed, spittle sprayed over her cheeks as his hand lifted. “It's 
Kate!” 

He stared hard into her frightened eyes, liquor-heated 
breath blasting her nostrils; then his eyes flicked over the 
black curls still bound in maroon ribbon. A battle raged 
across his brow, and his eyes blurred inward. Abruptly he 
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stepped backward. “I know who the hell I’m talking to,” he 
snapped. “Of course it’s you. What do you take me for?” No 
longer bothering with a glass, he carried the absinthe bottle 
clutched to his ribs. “This is only the beginning! Our luck is 
changing. I have a patron now. A patron! Think of it!” 

“Neil . . . can we really think of the buyer as a patron?” 
Kate wondered how much of this Claire was hearing. She 
watched him pace, her hands twisting on the tabletop. 
Madness was a terrifying thing. Almost unbearable to watch 
as a personality spiraled down into: strange forbidden areas. 
Her wide cautious eyes settled on the bottle of absinthe, and 
she wondered if the strong liquor was advisable in his state of 
excitement. She didn’t dare speak of it. Her hands stole to 
her stomach, cupping her wrapper in an unconscious gesture 
of protection. — 

Neil rambled for more than an hour, speaking of black 
envy gnawing the other painters, ranting about “it” and 
“truth,” and his voice soared in an exultation of vindication. 
“I knew my time would come! Didn't I always say so?” He 
whirled toward Kate. “Didn’t I?” he demanded. 

Kate nodded dumbly. She would have agreed to anything. 

He waved the bottle and shouted to the ceiling. “I am! I 
live! I will live forever, when all else is black with rot and 
mold! The bastard will praise the name of Blanchard and 
curse God that he ever asked me to change my name!” 

Neil crumbled to the floor and passed out in a widening 
puddle of amber liquid. 

Kate looked at his slumped figure. If there had been any 
way, any way at all, she would have walked through the door 
and ‘never returned. Rising slowly, she stepped over him and 
fetched a blanket from the bed. She mopped the spilled ab- 
sinthe, then dropped the blanket across his body. 

Moving silently, she leaned above the lamp chimney and 
blew, plunging the studio into welcome darkness. The 
mattress groaned as she lay down, shivering and touching the 
icy bumps rising along her skin. 

What would happen when Neil discovered he did not have 
a patron? When no more greenish specters sold? Or did she 
misjudge? Would more of them sell? Kate couldn’t imagine it, 
She believed today’s sale was a fluke, a perversion of fate. 
And she shuddered as she prayed Neil would never discover 
the truth. 

In the morning another armload of ghoul paintings was 
missing from the stack. Kate correctly guessed Neil had taken 
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them to Pouget. Over a silent breakfast table she exchanged a 
weary glance with Claire and knew Claire had overheard ev- 
erything. There was nothing to say When Pignalle arrived, 
they each assumed the poses he arranged without looking at 
one another. And Kate hid her mind in private sorrow. 

In early November Pignalle began in oil. By this time he 
had completed enough sketches and watercolors that the 
painting itself was almost anticlimactic. Occasionally he 
stopped to examine the painting in a mirror, able to detect 
flaws more readily in the reflected image than on the canvas. 
More often, small strong hands flew from palette to easel 
without pause, painting from instinct and memory, needing to 
refer to the actual scene only to confirm, not to inspire. 

The work progressed more rapidly than Kate would have 
believed. And each evening, before departing, Pignalle care- 
fully covered the painting, reiterating instructions that no one 
was to look. | 

Neither Kate nor Claire would have dreamed of violating 
Pignalle’s trust, but Kate suspected Neil kept watch of the 
progress. She hated to think this of Neil, but once she’d 
awakened from a restless sleep as Neil arrived home, and she 
had watched with held breath as he lifted a candle to the 
easel. Kate had hurriedly turned her face into the pillow. If 
Neil had raised the covering, she didn’t want to know. 

If he did, he made no mention, only the usual slighting 
comments. Neil continued euphoric about his own work, 
bringing home newly painted canvases to dry, freshly spread 
with nightmare images. Some focused on Gyp as the central 
figure, a wary snarling Gyp; others repeated the father-son 
conflict. Destroying his innocuous landscapes and still lifes, 
Neil painted them over with macabre obscenities, shocking in 
a brutal assault on the senses. No longer did he attempt to re- 
strain the worms of torment; they writhed from mind to can- 
vas in an unbroken chain, uninterrupted by the relief of other 
topics, other subjects. Driven, he attacked his visions at fran- 
tic pace, producing a dozen works in the two weeks Pignalle 
required to complete the oil of Kate. 

“He’s there, rattling around in the studio, long after I re- 
turn,” Pignalle grumbled as he cleaned oil smears from the 
palette and dropped the cover over the painting. He nodded 
for Kate and Claire to relax their poses, and Kate shrugged 
into a warm wrapper. “I can’t sleep. No one can: And the 
fighting! My God!” Pignalle dropped palette and brushes into 
the box and added his stained smock to the pile. “Last night 
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the cook, the butler, and I all rushed downstairs certain we'd 
discover they’d killed each other. Blood everywhere!” 

Kate and Claire froze on the platform, not moving. 

“Head wounds bleed like the very devil.” 

Kate’s mind raced. She hadn’t seen any marks on Neil’s 
head. It must have been Gyp this time. She had noticed a 
large bruise disappearing into Neil’s collar, but this hadn’t 
been unusual enough to merit inquiry. Not for the first time 
Kate wrapped her arms around a sudden chill, wondering at 
the bonds of hatred. Why did they stay together? What did 
either of them gain? She sighed. Since the sale of Neil’s 
paintings, he’d been wound as taut as wire, filled with tense 
energy so charged it demanded physical release. 

“They’re both crazy!’ Pignalle stretched his shoulders and 
headed for the coffeepot. “Thank God he’ll be home tonight. 
Let him destroy his own furniture. Such as it is.” 

It took a moment for Pignalle’s meaning to penetrate. 
Then Kate cried out and clapped her hands. Her eyes lit with 
blue happiness. “Pig! You’re finished?” 

Beaming, he nodded. “I can do the polish work at home. 
And it needs to dry. But for all intents and purposes . . . it’s 
finished.” 

They rushed forward and hugged him. “Let’s see!” Claire 
hurried toward the easel with Kate on her heels, but Pig- 
nalle’s voice stopped them. : < 

“No!” He cleared his throat. “Not yet. I’d rather wait until 
it’s completely finished and framed before anyone views its’ 

He approached Kate and took her by the arms, gazing 
deeply into her questioning eyes. “This is the finest thing I’ve 
ever done. I... You are...” Dark eyes misted and he 
swallowed with embarrassment. “I’m catching a cold,” he 
murmured gruffly, searching for a handkerchief. “Kate, you 
«. . I feel humble when I look at that work. It’s . . . it’s 
-.. Emotion cracked his voice, and he covered his eyes. 

“Hercule Pignalle? Humble?” Claire poked him in the ribs, 
grinning. “When sparrows fly upside down . . . when the 
Seine freezes to vanilla ice . .. when snow covers Cairo . ., 
when whores sprout wings...” 

“Stop!” Pignalle laughed and blew his nose. He peeked at 
Claire’s shoulders, looking for wing flanges. “I see them!” 

Claire smiled and Kate closed her mouth before they no- 
ticed her staring. She’d forgotten that Pignalle knew Claire’s 
history; it startled her they could joke about it. As much as 
did the quiet understanding between them. Claire had 
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smoothly stepped in to spare Pignalle further embarrassment, 
and in his own way he thanked her. 

Listening to their gentle teasing, Kate poured more coffee, 
then scurried into Claire’s room for a larger wrapper. This 
one pinched. When she returned, she settled her bulky stom- 
ach beneath the table edge and leaned above her cup, 
watching as Pignalle escorted a laughing Claire to the table. 
She towered above him, a full head taller. 

“When will we see this masterpiece?” Claire demanded 
when they were settled behind steaming cups. “I need to 
prepare the proper admiring statements.” | 

“Well, with Kate’s permission, I’d like to combine a small 
holiday party with the unveiling.” He tugged his beard slyly. 
“That way, if the painting fails, there are still the holidays to 
celebrate.” A hint of nervous excitement sparked his smile. 
“And if the holidays fail...” 

“There is always the painting,” Claire finished, laughing. 
Pignalle nodded, and they both looked toward Kate. 

“TI...” Kate chewed her lip. Deep inside, she’d always 
known she couldn’t deny Pignalle his inspiration. Regardless 
of how she felt personally. Over the last weeks, she’d ob- 
served Pignalle’s emotional investment, his unwavering belief. 
Whatever the result of the actual painting, Kate knew Pig- 
nalle saw it as magnificent, the culmination of a life’s work. 
To refuse him permission to display this painting would be to 
crush his hope for immortality. And this Kate could not do. 
She lowered her eyes from the anxiety drawing his brow. 

“FT .. . Who will attend the unveiling?” What did it mat- 
ter? If the work was half as great as Pignalle obviously be- 
lieved it to be, all Paris would eventually view it in the Salon. 

Pignalle tugged his collar. “A few good friends. Manet and 
his wife, Renoir, Degas. Maybe Cézanne, maybe not. He’s 
such an unpredictable bastard, he might. not come. Monet 
and his wife; maybe Le Lange.” Seeing the look on Kate’s 
face, he amended. “All right, not Le Lange. Pissarro. And 
be ae if he’s in town. A few others. You’ve met most of 

em.” 

Met and posed for all but Cézanne and Pissarro. And Le 
Lange. Kate’s face flamed, recalling the dreadful morning in 
Le Lange’s studio. It seemed like years ago. She held nothing 
against the man, not really, except he represented a turning 
point, a line she had crossed, over which she could not re- 
turn. Her mind leaped from the past to the future, and she 
cringed, picturing the artists and their women staring up at 
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her painted nakedness. It would require a courage she didn’t 
know if she possessed, to stand quietly among them. Blinking 
rapidly, she looked into the trust and belief shining from Pig- 
nalle’s strong face. “I think . . . I think a holiday celebration 
is a wonderful idea. I can’t recall the last party I attended.” 
That, at least, was the truth. *y 

She hadn’t realized how implicitly Pignalle regarded his 
promise until she watched his face pale with relief. A shaking 
hand passed across his forehead. “Kate, I promised you the 
final judgment. . . . Perhaps you should see it now, before 
the party. I want you to be very sure.” He half-rose in his 
chair, questioning. “I wouldn’t chance hurting you for the 
world. If this...” | 

“No.” Kate choked. The words stuck to the roof of her 
mouth as she waved him into his chair, her hand moving in 
wooden jerks. She met his eyes in silent communication. “I 
trust your judgment,” she whispered. “If you believe in this 
work, then .. . then so do I.” 

Catching her hand, Pignalle brought it fervently to his lips, 
then held her fingers against his bearded cheek. “Dear Kate! 
I could cut this hand off before I'd. paint anything to wound 
you! I know when you see it . . .” Emotion strangled his 
voice, and he gently placed her hand on the table, patting his 
waistcoat in search of a handkerchief. Kate felt her own eyes 
‘fill and blur. : 

“Good Lord!” Claire threw up her hands. “Again? You 
two. are disgraceful. Will someone pinch me so I can cry 
too?” 

Pignalle leveled a damp glare and blew his nose noisily. “TI 
am not crying! I have a cold.” 

“Me too.” Kate laughed, wiping her cheeks, 

Claire smiled and hugged them both. 

The next weeks were among the longest in Kate’s life. 
Keeping busy helped occupy her thoughts, but whenever an 
idle moment surfaced, she agonized over the unveiling. What 
would everyone say? How would they accept the work? She 
grimaced, recognizing her old foe—“they.” But “they” de- 
cided everything. First the painters at the party, then the visi- 
tors to the Salon. She wanted Pignalle to have his triumph, 
but the cost . .. Dear God, did he realize the cost? And not 
just immediately, but for the rest of her days. The painting 
would haunt her always. Desperately Kate attempted to recall 
the fieeting moments of acceptance she had felt that first day. 
Occasionally she was successful. 
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Other concerns dragged at her spirits as well. The anniver- 
sary of Black Jack’s death approached. And whenever she 
thought of Christmas, a wave of depression slowed her step. 
Black Jack had seized any excuse for presents and gaiety; 
he’d loved Christmas as an opportunity for both, making the 
holiday season magically memorable year after year. Gazing 
morosely about the studio, Kate couldn’t conceive of any gal- 
ety here. She and Claire agreed with Neil not to exchange 
gifts, this being an extravagance they could ill afford. A 
promise Kate had no intention of keeping. She was, after all, 
her father’s daughter. 

Claire secretly agreed. Acting like conspirators, they baked 
fruitcakes and presented them to Violette and Pig. 

Violette turned the package in her large hands, guessing 
the contents. Her mismatched eyes clouded, and she sniffled. 
“I never received a Christmas gift before.” Solemnly she 
hugged Claire and Kate, then tried to speak. Failing, she 
rushed out the door. 

Pignalle watched her go with a sigh. “That woman makes 
me want to either bash her over the head with a board or 
hold her in my lap and stroke her like a frightened little 
puppy. There’s no in between.” 

Claire smiled. “She’s more like a lion than a puppy, at 
least where you're concerned.” =a 

“And I am a lion tamer of some renown.” Pignalle sniffed. 
He straightened his cravat and waved a glass of hot spiced 
wine. 

“T recall,” Claire agreed, smiling. “You carve P’s in the 
beasts’ posteriors.” Stepping from a stool, she examined a 
piece of holly she’d draped over the doorway. “What do you 
think?” 

Kate thought the bright garland made the rest of the studio 
more drab and depressing by comparison. She pasted a smile 
across her lips. “It’s lovely, exactly the right touch. Thank 
you, Pig, for thinking of us.” 

His eyes sparkled. “That isn’t all I brought.” Onening the 
door, he reached to the landing and lifted two oblong pack- 
ages. He carried them to the table. placing them beside his 
fruitcake. Stepping back, he pushed out his chest and 
beamed. “Well? Aren’t you going to open them? How often 
does a genuine genius offer you presents?” - 

“Beware of geniuses bearing gifts,” Claire laughed. Then 
they rushed to the table and tore off the wrappings, covering 
Pignaile with happy kisses. His wide chest puffed further. He 
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offered his cheek first to Claire, then to Kate, and again. 
“More! More!” | 

“Ob, Pig! I love it!” Kate draped a soft blue shawl across 
her shoulders, dashing to the mirror to admire the effect. Ac- 
customed to seeing black near her face, she was startled by 
the loveliness of the pale blue. 

“It matches your eyes,” Pignalle pointed out happily. 

Kate’s eyes had tended more toward gray than blue-in re- 
cent months, but this evening he was right. Her bright eyes 
took on the color of the shawl. Reluctantly she gave way be- 
fore the mirror so Claire could praise an identical shawl in 
lacy green wool. 

“It’s perfect,” Claire enthused. “I didn’t know what I'd 
wear to your party tomorrow, and now I do. Thank you.” 

“It matches your eyes,” Pignalle repeated with a proud 
grin. “I’ve never purchased women’s things before. I didn’t 
know how else to choose the right color.” 

“It’s perfect,” they chorused. Laughing, they exchanged a 
twinkling secret smile. Considering Pignalle’s color choices 
for his own attire, they considered themselves fortunate 
indeed. 

When Pignalle said good night, claiming last-minute party 
details, Claire and Kate poured more hot wine and smiled 
across the table, touching their new shawls. 

Kate cleared her throat. “I have a little something for you, 
too. I wish it could be more. . . .” She removed a thin pack- 
age from her pocket and placed it shyly on the table. 

Claire frowned. “We agreed not to exchange gifts.” Then 
her green eyes sparkled and a smile sent the scar flying across 
her cheek. “I have something for you, too.” Another package 
appeared near the first. i | : 

“You can’t be trusted,” Kate said, and they both laughed. 
“Well?” She nudged the package toward Claire, watching as 
Claire carefully unwrapped a green veil. 

Claire held it up, then brought the mirror to the table and 
adjusted the veil, turning her head this way and that. “Did 
you and Pig plan this? It matches the shawl perfectly!” 

“No, it just worked out that way. I’m glad you like it.” 
Kate ached that she couldn’t give Claire something finer, 
something more. Someday, she told herself, grinding her 
teeth. Someday. 

“Open yours.” Peering past emerald netting, Claire nodded 
toward the remaining package. 

Inside lay a pair of warm blue gloves. Kate lifted them 
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with delight. “When did you knit these? I didn’t suspect a 
thing!” She pulled them on and held out her hands. “I love 
them!” 

“Little by little we'll get you out of black.” 

Kate didn’t answer. Instead she sipped her wine in com- 
panionable silence, glancing toward the dark windows and 
wondering how late they should wait up for Neil. Outside, 
the night was crisp and cold, church bells pealed across Paris, 
and a group of drunken laborers passed in the street below, 
Singing fragments of carols. 

Closing her eyes, Kate listened to a snatch of “Silent 
Night,” and recalled other Christmas Eves. Noisy, taughing 
occasions, happy with guests and ablaze with hundreds of 
scented candles and the excitement of stacks of brightly 
wrapped packages, and Black Jack leading everyone outside 
to a decorated sleigh to attend midnight church service. And 
Kate in her innocence had believed that was how everyone 
spent Christmas Eve. | 

She sighed. “We may as well go to bed. Neil isn’t coming.” 

“Did you think he would?” Claire inquired softly. 

“I... I guess I’d hoped.” 

Claire shook her head and rose from the table. “No. His 
pride won’t allow it.” She touched Kate’s hair. “He remem- 
bers other Christmases too.” 

Kate pressed Claire’s hand, wondering what Christmases 
Claire recalled. Then she pushed to her feet and laid a new 
sable crush in the center of the table. She touched the tiny 
red bow with her fingertip. 

“Merry Christmas.” Claire enfolded her in an embrace, 
and Kate clung to the older woman’s shoulder, unable to 
speak. . 

Later, laying in her bed and listening to the bells, Kate 
curled into a ball and wrapped her arms around her stomach, 
nestling her baby. 

Somewhere in the world, a man like Black Jack was shep- 
herding his fur-clad daughter and friends into a beribboned 
sleigh. Somewhere in the world, laughter and love spilled into 
the cold night. 

Kate flattened her palms against a mended nightgown, 
feeling a comforting stroke of movement within, and she 
thought of all the people everywhere celebrating Christmas 
Eve. 

She wished them well. Blinking rapidly, she wished them 
love and joy and happiness. 
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For PIGNALLE’S PARTY KATE SELECTED a rustling black taf- 
feta with velvet insets and black satin bows. The alterations 
she’d make to accommodate seven months of pregnancy 
destroyed the elegance of the original lines. But it was the 
best she had. In ordinary circumstances she would never have 
appeared in public. in her condition. She did so only at Pig- 
nalle’s request; it was tradition that the model of a major 
work be present at the unveiling. The stiff material crackled 
as she spun slowly while Claire tried to determine if a patch 
above the hem seam was immediately noticeable. 

“Well, what do you think?” Kate asked. “Is this too gay 
and festive for an unveiling? Should I chose something in a 
more subdued color?” The game was an effort to make the 
ubiquitous black a jest and thereby more bearable. 

“I applaud your choice, madame. Not flashy, not obtrusive. 
And the blue shawl lends exactly the right note of color. 
Mercifully.” Claire tugged Kate’s skirt over the petticoat 
frame as best she could, shook her head with a sigh, then 
straightened and placed a hand on her own molded waist. 
“It’s been so long since I squeezed into a corset that I feel 
like I’m going to explode! For God’s sake don’t say anything 
amusing tonight. One laugh, and fifteen pounds of flesh is go- 
ing to hurtle through these laces and maim the unfortunate 
person standing nearest me.” 

There was little danger of Kate delivering any witticisms. 
All day her eyes had been a touch too bright, her conversa- 
tion forced. Her laugh contained a tinny edge. “You look 
wonderful.” | 
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Claire had chosen cream-colored. wool defined by green 
piping to match her new veil and shawl. “I feel like a sausage 
stuffed into a casing two sizes too small.” Leaning toward the 
mirror, she adjusted her veil with care, examining herself crit- 
ically. “I hate having all those people look at me. Do you 
think it will seem rude or strange if I don’t remove this all 
evening? I’m not going to eat, so no one will stare.” A pat to 
her waistline elicited a sigh. “I don’t dare eat. It’s too danger- 
ous for the other guests.” , 

Impulsively Kate placed her hand on Claire’s sleeve. “Why 
bother with the veil at all?” Ignoring Claire’s horrified gasp, 
Kate rushed on. “You don’t need to hide behind anything, 
Claire! You are the most beautiful person I know. If people 
can’t accept you for what you are, then they aren't worth 
thinking about!” She blurted what she’d been thinking for a 
long time. It always shocked Kate to realize Claire believed 
the world saw nothing but the scar. 

Claire answered quietly, “I think it’s time to go. We're al- 
ready late.” Gathering her gloves and cloak, she pushed past 
the curtain, moving in measured dignified steps. 

Kate felt wretched. She hadn’t meant to wound, only to 
convince Claire the veil wasn’t necessary. Kate sighed. It was 
so easy to be a hypocrite. She had no right to suggest Claire 
shouldn’t be concerned with other people’s opinions. Not 
when Kate herself had considered little else most of her life. 
Dear God. She would have given all she owned—admittedly 
not much—to avoid Pignalle’s party. A condemned man 
walking to the gallows felt as much enthusiasm for his ap- 
pointment as Kate did for hers. An evening of wine and 
canapés and ruination. A lifetime of dedicated refinement 
would come to nothing. 

Settling her hat low on her forehead, Kate pushed a hand- 
kerchief into her sleeve and tied a black cloak beneath her 
pale chin. She stared into the mirror, into blank eyes. Then 
she drew a breath and stepped through the curtains. And 
halted abruptly, black taffeta swishing against her ankles. 

Neil leaned against the doorjamb, waiting. He wore a top 
hat and dark tailored jacket above fawn-colored trousers. A 
malacca cane swung jauntily from one gloved hand as the 
other adjusted a spotless white cravat. Time slipped, and for 
an instant Kate found herself in New York looking across a 
picnic Jawn at an elegant thin man with compelling blue eyes 
and an unreadable smile. “You look...” Kate stammered. 
“You look marvelous!” 
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A boyish grin opened above his freshly trimmed beard, and 
he laughed agreement. Kate recognized a hint of the charm 
she’d begun to believe she’d invented. Ghosts from another 
time, another place, wavered through her mind until she 
shook them forcibly from her thoughts. | 

Neil bowed and extended an arm to Kate and then to 
Claire. “The ensemble compliments the wearer, don’t you 
agree? Ladies?” Behind Neil’s immaculate cloak, Claire 
arched an eyebrow and Kate answered with a tiny shrug. 

She hadn’t the remotest idea how Neil had paid for the 
new apparel or what had prompted the purchase. His ap- 
parent good humor bewildered her. At no other time had she 
seen him so pleased and excited. A flush of color brightened 
his narrow face, and tonight his blue eyes were clear and 
alert. Leaning on his arm, Kate stared as they carefully de- 
scended dark slick steps, then pushed past the gate. 

“Careful, ladies . . . the hill is a sheet of ice.” Neil made 
certain their grip was firm, then set off down the slope, seem- 
ingly unaware that both women regarded him with astonished 
stares. Neither spoke a single syllable throughout the walk to 
Pignalle’s studio. Instead they shivered beneath gusts of cold 
wind and listened silently as Neil expanded on a range of top- 
ics they had never before heard him discuss. Everything but 
art. 
Kate’s thoughts raced, seeking to explain his baffling 
jubilance. And though she could scarcely credit what her 
mind conjectured, all she could conclude was another sale. 
Neil’s “patron” must have made. another buy. This explana- 
tion would account for the price of new clothing and his 
soaring elation. She swallowed a sudden rush of liquid, find- 
ing it difficult to accept what her mind told her must-be true. 
He’d sold more phantoms. 

All day Kate had dreaded Neil’s reaction to Pignalle’s 
party. Neil Blanchard did not praise another painter’s work. 
Yet tonight his attitude was one of happy tolerance, almost as 
if they attended a gathering honoring Blanchard instead of 
Pignalle. Kate exhaled a long breath of silvered air. Troubled, 
yet attempting to be fair, Kate asked if she had underesti- 
mated Neil. Had his attitudes improved to the point of step- 
ping beyond himself, of being willing to honor 
Pignalle-——possibly his only friend? Kate would have liked to 
believe this, but her mind stubbornly resisted. : 

Grimly she decided she would never understand the mere 
Curial creature she had married. 
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“You're late.” When Pignalle threw open the door, he too 
appeared taken aback by Neil’s appearance. He slid a quick 
glance toward Kate, then shook Neil’s hand and pulled them 
inside. “No matter, you’re here now.” He handed their cloaks 
to Claude,-the aging butler. “And all of you look wonderful,” 
he enthused, commenting on cold-pinked cheeks and new 
shawls. A twinkle of nervous. excitement sparked his eyes. 
“Come in, come in. I believe you know almost everyone, 
Kate, but Claire doesn’t.” Linking their arms, he led them 
into the studio, leaving Neil at a bar set beneath a festive 
drapery of holiday greenery. 

As they wove through a larger crowd than Kate had ex- 
pected, she automatically pasted an artificial smile upon her 
lips. She recognized many painters for whom she’d posed be- 
fore pregnancy ended her desirability as a model. Though she 
had liked most as individuals, she disliked knowing them as 
employers. A thought which, in truth, had most likely not oc- 
curred to any of the painters. 

They were a special breed. The men in Pignalle’s gaily dec- 
orated studio represented a staggering array of talent. They 
were men of exceptional fortitude. Men who had fought per- 
sonal and public battles for recognition and acceptance. Men 
who faced bitter criticism for daring to ripple the stagnant 
pool of artistic attitude. Together they rejected established 
‘methods in what outsiders referred to as a new school but 
which they themselves preferred to label a movement. A 
movement toward freedom of expression. The right to paint 
from the heart instead of from the sterility of textbooks. 

Common purpose drew them together—they had only to 
examine a man’s canvas to understand the personality who 
had wielded the brush. And despite differing backgrounds and 
success patterns ranging across the spectrum, they were capa- 
ble of setting aside personal differences and sincerely wishing 
each other well. A success for any in their number consti- 
tuted a success for the entire movement. They considered 
themselves bound by a commitment to art, by their continu- 
ing battle to fell a system whose resisting roots drove deep. A 
commonalty of goals united the men here tonight, more im- 
portant than petty quarrels and spites. When any struck a 
limb from the establishment, he brought eventual victory a 
little nearer for all. 

Pignalle had explained this a hundred times, stressing the 
importance of a major success for any in the group. And as 
he’d spoken, Kate had attempted to relate his words to Neil. 
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She understood her maverick husband hovered about the 
fringes of this elite crowd, frustrated by his lack of accept- 
ance. He shared their ideals but had not shared their begin- 
nings. He did not fit into their total concept, nor did he enjoy 
their confidence, But he fit nowhere else, either: his personal- 
ity repelled admittance. 

Standing in the midst of a discussion praising the merits of 
Veronese green and cadmium yellow, Kate leaned slightly to 
one side, but she could see Neil only in brief flashes. He dis- 
dained joining any of the groups, choosing instead to remain 
at the bar sipping absinthe and muttering to the butler. For 
once Kate felt a kinship with her husband. Tonight she con- 
sidered herself as much an outsider as he—at least she would 
be once the drape was lifted from the large canvas dominat- 
ing the front of the room. 

Observing Kate’s high color and uneasy expression, Pignalle 
gently took her arm and led her toward a smaller grouping. 
He misunderstood her apprehension as excitement and deter- 
mined not to allow her to give way to nervousness. Kate 
patted his fingers and regarded him with affectionate warmth. _ 

Tonight, as always, Pignalle stood out among the elegant 
assemblage like a cherry in a bowl of raisins. He’d chosen a 
crimson velvet jacket worn over butter-yellow trousers. A 
green scarf bobbed beneath his beard. Kate suspected Pig 
would have been crestfallen to know his friends looked for- 
ward to his carefully assembled clothing with fond amuse- 
ment. How Pignalle achieved such excellence of color with 
brush and palette, yet turned a blind eye to his personal at- 
tire, mystified those who knew him. However, had Pignalle 
appeared in a simple dark coat and trousers, he would have 
evoked enormous disappointment—and quashed a legend. 
Luckily Pignalle’s brash confidence was such that a departure 
had never occurred to him. He was small—but he would be 
seen. And remembered. For such was the obligation of 
genius. 

Smoothly he inserted himself into a lively conversation and 
deftly involved both Claire and Kate before stepping back- 
ward to beam and nod. 

And Kate rose to his expectations, but spoke without 
knowing what fell from her mouth. Wide eyes, more the 
color of slate than sky, continually strayed to the door, and it 
was only with great difficulty that she conquered an urge to 
flee. She couldn’t force herself to look toward the covered 
canvas, though she sensed it looming over her no matter 
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where she turned. Faces smiled, open and friendly, but when 
Kate looked into those faces, she imagined the future. How 
would they view her when the painting was unveiled? Would 
the warmth remain? 

They are artists, Kate assured herself silently. Again and 
then again. They will understand and accept. Nakedness is of 
no consequence to the whole. Each has a portfolio bulging 
with nudes. But not pregnant nudes: Not one pregnant nude. 

Locking her knees in place, Kate lifted a hand to her 
breast. Needles of shame stabbed below her heart, and she 
discovered herself avoiding direct contact with the eyes 
around her. 

As the party progressed, her mind drifted into a numbed 
state. Eyes bright and unblinking, Kate moved - woodenly 
beside Claire. She sipped wine and nibbled the tidbits Claire 
pushed into her fingers. She spoke with Edouard Manet and 
smiled at Renoir’s bon mots. She praised Degas’s ballet series 
and attempted to coax a response from Cézanne, who leaned 
against a wall scowling like the provincial he was. She dis- 
cussed fashion and fabric with the wives and nodded as Pig- 
nalle held forth on the state of modern art. She met more 
people than she’d encountered since departing New York. Art- 
ists, novelists, a gallery owner, a famous model, and a fading 
countess whose intense young escort introduced her as his 
“patron.” 

And not a single word she’d spoken or heard lodged in 
Kate’s memory. Asked to repeat names or the substance of 
conversations, she would have failed miserably. Her eyes con- 
tinually flicked to the clock above Pignalle’s worktable, 
watching as the hands jerked in strange spurts. They either 
swept the hours with stunning speed or crawled like white- 
fogged snails. And Kate’s face flushed and her palms moist- 
ened and she felt as if she waded through an interminable 
suspense. 

At last, as if by prearranged signal, Pignalle’s guests drifted 
toward the front of the studio and pockets of conversation 
dwindled to expectant whispers. Face paling, Kate turned 
with the others to face the covered easel and Pignalle, who 
stood alongside the canvas adjusting his cravat and clearing 
his throat. 

Kate’s heartbeat accelerated. She felt uncomfortably hot. 
Lowered voices seemed to boom from the walls, and a hissing 
sound, like breath steaming in and out of a monster’s chest, 
rushed past her ears. The monster’s hand crushed the air 
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from her quickening breast and squeezed her throat. Without 
realizing she did so, Kate gripped Claire’s arm, clinging as 
she desperately commanded rubbery legs to support a leaden 
weight. 

“Are you all right?” Claire’s anxious whisper faded in and 
‘out. | 
“Yes...no...I’m not sure.” 

Pignalle shifted from one foot to the other before the as- 
semblage. “My friends,” he began. Dark eyes found Kate’s 
white face, and his voice croaked with emotion. “Tonight 
-.. tonight is . . . very special.” 

A chorus of voices called encouragement and necks craned 
to see the small ‘speaker. Glasses tinkled and gowns rustled 
and canes scraped against the floor. Laughing shouts urged 
Pignalle to continue. | 

“Once in a painter’s lifetime, a very rare event... That 
is, all of my life I’ve . . . For years I’d hoped . . .” Pignalle 
stumbled to a halt and stared helplessly at Renoir, He lifted 
his hands in mute appeal. 

Tall and elegant, Auguste Renoir stepped from the crowd 

and touched a dark tie, Grinning, he placed his arm about 
Pignalle’s quivering shoulders and addressed the room, - 
_ “As our small friend has been overcome by an unprece- 
dented attack of speechlessness . . .” The crowd laughed and 
offered Pignalle a round of applause. “. . . I am assuming 
the honor of unveiling this work. As most of you know, Her- 
cule Pignalle has been a respected member of the Paris art 
community for more than twenty years. I’d venture to say 
there isn’t a single young painter in this city who has not ap- 
peared in this studio to beg Pig’s advice and encouragement. 
And received far more than was asked. Pignalle has suffered 
his share of disappointments over the years, but his loyalty 
has never wavered, neither to his art nor to his friends. Hap- 
pily, he has also enjoyed numerous triumphs—and rightly so. 
His work has sold in England and Europe. He has twice en- 
joyed the honor of seeing his work hung in the Salon... 
something not a few of us envy.” 

Renoir waited for the clapping to subside. Pignalle stared 
at his toes and blushed furiously. “I have been privately in- 
formed this work will be submitted in consideration for next 
May’s Salon exhibit. I’m certain Pignalle will welcome your 
comments.” 

Cheers rang through the studio and glasses lifted-in a spon- 
taneous salute. “Here, here!” “To Pignalle!” 
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Kate closed her eyes. Her breath stopped. 

“Ladies and gentlemen .. . without further ado, I give 
you... The Plum!” To a burst of enthusiastic applause, 
Renoir lifted the cover and dramatically flipped it over and 
behind the canvas. 

All noise’ died abruptly, and a simultaneous gasp broke 
from every throat. 

Then silence. 

A deep silence that stretched on and on and on. 

God in heaven, what was happening? When Kate’s 
jumping nerves could withstand the silence no longer, she 
swayed, drew a scalding breath, and opened her eyes. Her. 
throat closed and her heartbeat thudded wildly. 

She could-not muster the courage to look at the painting. 

Instead she clenched her fists hard against her stomach and 
risked a hasty sidelong glance toward Mme. Manet standing 
to her left. 

Suzanne Manet stood as if made of stone, tears rolled 
down her soft round cheeks, _ 

_ Catching a trembling lip between her teeth, Kate abruptly 
swung from Suzanne to Claire, desperately needing Claire’s 
quiet reassurance. 

Claire had gone rigid; a deep private yearning stared past 
the green veil. Directly in front of Kate, Claude Monet’s wife 
lowered her head suddenly and pressed a square of lace to 
her eyes. She reached for her husband’s hand and brought it 
to a damp cheek. 

Unable to breathe, Kate twisted, staring about the room in 
bewilderment. Whatever she had expected, it hadn’t been this 
frozen silence. Edouard Manet gazed forward with an ex- 
pression bordering shock. Cézanne stared into space, large 
fists opening and closing painfully by his sides. Pissarro 
smiled. And Auguste Renoir wept unashamedly. 

Only one person hadn’t been rooted into. place. Neil Blanch- 
ard, his. back to the painting, reached for another canapé 
and popped it between his lips. And Kate knew then that 
Neil had broken Pignalle’s trust; Neil had seen the painting 
before. 

Slowly she turned, closing her eyes and steeling her nerves. 
And wished with all her soul that she stood one thousand 
miles from this room. 

Reluctantly Kate forced dark lashes to open. She lifted her 
head to The Plum. 
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All the air rushed from her body. Her hands flew to her 


throat. 


The painting was magnificent. 

A vision of aching loveliness spread before Kate’s eyes and 
expanded to fill her heart. The painting was motherhood; it 
transcended individuality. Pignalle’s young mother glowed 
with soft inner light, she was translucent. She was gentle 
woman, embodying the finest subtleties and qualities: mother- 
hood sheltered in luminescent warmth and tenderness, Shining 
joy reflected in the gentle curve of a moist half-smile, and 
eternal mystery radiated from softly glowing contours. The 
young mother’s secret smile led where no man could follow 
but to a dream all men recognized in primal memory. A 
smile at once intensely private yet revealing. Golden light il- 
luminated then faded to shadow and background, embracing 
the young woman pooled in private musings beside the 
ripened plum. Satin creamy sheets, shining luminescence, the 
rich dark plum floating in amber juices. Black maroon-bound 
curls and soft peach-tinted skin bending to marvel quickening 
life. 


It was motherhood. It was love. 
It was unquestionably a masterpiece, oh | 
_ Stunned, Kate stared toward the painting and blinked at 


the tears wetting her cheeks. Pignalle had spoken her inner- 


most thoughts with paint and brush. He had captured emo- 
tions too profound to articulate. The canvas struck deep into 
the heart and sang of truth. 

A deep voice exploded beside the easel, shocking by its in- 
trusion into private thoughts, and small hands lifted in a fran- 
tic appeal. “For God’s sake . . . say something!” Wildly, 
Pignalle stared into the frozen faces. “My God! What’s hap- 
pening here? Edouard? Claude? Auguste? Speak to me!” 
Dashing around the room, Pignalle peered up into faces, 
tugged sleeves. “Cézanne?” Cézanne waved him away and 
turned his face to the wall. “Pissarro? J beg you!” Pignalle 
cried, running trembling fingers through his hair. He ran back 
to the front of the room and pleaded with Renoir. “Auguste, 
what’s wrong?” 

Renoir thrust out a hand and leaned heavily on Pignalle’s 
shoulder, wiping Streaming eyes. “Nothing is wrong, my 
friend. You have painted a miracle!” His dark stare returned 
to the painting, and he trembled, moved beyond words. His 
eyes were liquid. “I would give the rest of my life to have 
painted that,” he whispered, 
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Edouard Manet quietly approached Pignalle and bowed 
low. “Monsieur, I humble myself before you. There are no 
superlatives to do this work justice. What you have accom- 
plished -with light and subject reaches into the heart and 
wounds with joy. No more can be said about woman and her 
unborn child. You richly deserve every prize that will come 
your way.” 

The aging countess grasped Pignalle’s hand between jew- 
eled fingers. “From the bottom of my heart, I thank youl 
When I...” Faded eyes filled, and she bent away. 

Pignalle blinked. “I knew it was good, butI...” 

Then Claude Monet’s pretty little wife appeared before 
him, her eyes lit with reverence. She clasped Pignalle’s hands. 
“Thank you! I'd forgotten until I looked at your painting 
what it felt to be ...I1... This is the most magnificent 
work I have ever seen!” Too moved to continue, she lifted 
Pignalle’s hands to her lips and kissed them. Pignalle’s mouth 
dropped to his chin. ! | 

“I share my wife’s opinion.” Claude Monet embraced Pig- 
nalle roughly. “There isn’t a painter in this room who would 
not fall at your feet if pride allowed it. All of us dream of a 
work such as this. I salute you!” ) 

Suddenly the room burst to life and a deluge of people 
converged upon Pignalle. They surrounded him eagerly, their 
voices low and excited, hushed by the emotional impact of. 
The Plum. Pignalle accepted their praise with a dazed ex- 
pression, unable to speak. Dreams had become reality. Then 
he saw Kate, standing alone, her white face uplifted to the 
painting, and he pulled the crowd with him until he stood 
beside her. 

Shaken, Kate returned the pressure of his hand. In her 
heart she rejoiced for Pignalle’s triumph. She knew what the 
accolades meant. A validation. A testament of worth and im- 
mortality. He had earned all that and more. 

But what of the model? 

Kate forced herself to examine the faces of those pushing 
about them. Despite the enormous impact of the painting, 
still, a pregnant woman had posed for it. Naked. In an age 
that denied pregnancy, that condemned an accidental flash of 
ankle, 

A few of the women timidly returned her gaze, questions 
troubling their expressions, but none addressed her directly. 
Their eyes returned to the painting again and again, then 
covertly slid toward Kate. There could be no doubting how 
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profoundly the work touched them; nor did Kate mistake 
their unease with her. Their faces clearly asked if they them- 
selves could have exposed their most intimate experience to 
the eyes of a painter, to the eyes of the public. The answer 
was an emphatic “No!” 

Swallowing a bitter taste, Kate fought to keep her quiver- 
ing chin high. She felt the women’s underlying disturbance 
like a gathering storm, and watched their veiled superiority as 
their eyes discreetly swept her blossoming skirt. 

The painting was one thing. The model entirely another, 
‘What could be accepted in paint was an affront in reality. 

When Kate allowed herself to anticipate the general pub- 
lic’s reaction, she felt sick and deeply shaken. They would 
worship the canvas but.condemn her for making it possible. 

Renoir cleared a moist throat and replaced the cover above 
the canvas. Apologetically he shrugged toward Pignalle. 
“How can I drink your health and celebrate your happiness 
when every time I look at this painting I’m overcome by 
emotion?” 

Someone laughed. “And the better part of you wants to 
rush home and make babies of your own, eh, Renoir?” 

Renoir smiled. “Indeed. I believe I speak for everyone, Pig- 
nalle, when I declare this night belongs to you!” He raised his 
glass ‘high, and the others followed suit. Pignalle’s name rang 
on everyone’s lips. 

In the noisy cheering, only those standing nearest the door 
heard a persistent knocking. When the shouts died and the 
company broke into smaller groups, at last someone nudged 
the butler. After catching Pignalle’s eye, the butler threaded a 
path to the door and pulled it open, stepping aside so Pignalle 
could greet his late guest. 

Pignalle halted, the smile on his face conbealedt 

In a swirl of cold air and whispering red silk, _ Gypsaline 
Dejardins pushed past Pignalle’s startled figure. 

Sensing the commotion at the door, the assemblage 
turned as one, and eyebrows shot upward. Knowing glances 
were exchanged as Kate felt a rush of scarlet flood her 
cheeks, as bright and bloodred as Gyp’s cloak and gown. She 
could not believe what she saw. But when she blinked and 
stared again, Gyp was still by the door, a large covered can- 
vas in her arms. 

The impropriety was an outrage, an embarrassment to all 
present. Although several of the men had at one time or an- 
other linked their names with a mistress, all conducted their 
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private lives with discretion. None would have considered ex- 
posing wives and respectable company to their paramours. To 
do so would have degraded all concerned, shamed a gentle- 
man’s honor. 

A small moan whispered from Kate’s bloodless lips. She 
thrust a blind hand behind her, groping for the edge of the 
worktable, leaning heavily. How could Gyp dare this? How 
could Neil agree? And he did. Before her eyes squeezed shut, 
Kate saw her husband smile and eagerly step forward, help- 
ing Gyp with the canvas. He’d been expecting her. This was 
no accident, no calculated move by Gyp to humiliate Neil. 
They had planned her appearance together. 

“Ladies and gentlemen!” Neil lifted a hand for silence, a 
totally unnecessary gesture. “Pig is not alone in offering a tri- 
umph to celebrate!” His eyes burned, fueled by an unnatural 
excitement, the whites flaring around blue that had darkened 
nearly to black. 

Unwilling to watch, unable not to, Kate lifted dying eyes; 
her hands shredded a lace handkerchief. This, then, was the 
ultimate nightmare. To stand exposed while one’s husband 
slipped an arm around his mistress, displaying her shame- 
lessly before spouse and acquaintances. Humiliated wives had 
swung from attic rafters for less insult than this. Shaking with 
nausea, Kate stared into his burning eyes. And her heart con- 
tracted. She recognized that look—madness and absinthe. 
The unbalance of a personality unraveling. | 

“Blanchard . . .” Renoir stepped forward, a frown tighten- 
ing his lips. 

And Neil laughed, a wild spiral of excitement. Nothing 
would stop him. “Jealousy, Auguste! Does everyone else 
recognize it? I do. I see the worm eating at you! Because you 
lack the courage to look into the face of truth! Truth!” His 
unnatural rasp soared. 

Beside him, Gyp ripped the covering from the canvas, her 
hood dropping to her shoulders, uncovering a ball of blond 
frizz. When she straightened, the canvas. faced her skirt. 
Small glittering eyes traveled the room until she found Kate’s 
ashen face; then her thin lips curved. The smile sent a chill 
crashing down Kate’s spine. The woman enjoyed this; she 
Was as mad as Neil. 

“I too have a masterpiece to share!” Neil shouted. He 
paced before the silent crowd, his face hot and flushed, eyes 
burning and excited. “I too have a painting to submit to the 
bastards on the hanging committee! When the Salon Opens its 
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doors in May, you will see a Blanchard dwarfing all other en- 
tries! You will discover truth!” 

“My friend, I am happy for you.” Pignalle’s deep voice 
sliced across Neil’s declarations. Pignalle glared out over the 
room, his dark eyes commanding that Neil be given a chance. 

But the gathering wanted no part of. it. “This is Pignalle’s 
night,” someone shouted. “Take your painting away. Arrange 
your own unveiling!” 

“He can’t,” a taunt responded. “Who would attend?” A 
scatter of laughter sounded. 

Neil’s skin purpled and his fist shot into the air. “Jeal- 
ousy!” he screamed. “None of you are fit to paint a goat’s 
droppings! You distort truth! You invent pretty daubings 
from offal. It gnaws your guts that someone has the genius to 
see what you cannot!” 

Gyp’s smile bored into Kate, smug and triumphant, her 
eyes steady and iced with contempt. Her victorious expression 
Stated that she had won. Gyp understood what Kate could 
not. Kate would never understand. Gyp’s stare swept Kate’s 
full stomach, and she laughed. Kate might bear Neil’s child, 
but Kate had no claim on his life or emotions. These be- 
longed solely to Gyp. ; 

“You are all-rotting and haven’t the eyes to see or the for- 
titude to admit it!” 

Kate felt each scream like a blow; Gyp’s relentless smile 
bludgeoned her senses. Reeling, she stumbled against the 
worktable, jerking as a multitude of shocked eyes stared at 
her, then slid away. She couldn’t breathe... intolerable... 
strangling. Her frantic stare focused on the door, craving 
fresh air and escape. 

Abruptly Pignalle stepped between Neil and a rising tide of 
dark jackets. His snapping eyes challenged the wave, checked 
its advance. “Neil, we would be pleased to share the honor of 
viewing your work.” Compassion flickered behind his gaze; 
then he moved back, bowing and relinquishing the floor. 

Faced with their host’s graciousness, the guests could do no 
less. Sullen faces stared and waited. 

Neil watched through distrustful burning eyes. “None of 
you deserves what you are about to see.” His lip curled. “If I 
hadn’t promised this woman ...” He smiled, meeting Gyp’s 
eyes in perfect accord. 

And Kate battled a sour wall of fainting black. 

Parodying Renoir, Neil waved his hand proudly toward the 
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painting Gyp slowly lifted. “Ladies and gentlemen ... with- 
out further ado, I give you... The Plum!” 

His unspeakable audacity shot through the room like a pis- 
tol crack. Even Pignalle paled. Not only did Neil diminish 
Pignaile’s celebration, but he did so with a work of the same 
name. It so far outstepped the bounds of decency that no ex- 
cuse was possible. 

Had Gyp not swiftly turned the painting to face the room, 
the men would have rushed Neil. 

Instead, everyone froze, and a cry of horror and revulsion 
shuddered through the studio. Men stared, and women turned 
away, pressing sleeves to their mouths. Several covered white 
faces, and the countess retched violently. 

Kate desperately tried to wrench her eyes from the 
painting, but she’d been turned to granite. Sick and shaking, 
she stared at the abomination as a deep tremble began in her 
boots and swept upward. 

The painting depicted Gyp on a chaise longue in the exact 
position as Pignalle had posed Kate. Instead of a maroon rib- 
bon gently binding hair and throat, a fanged viper gripped 
Gyp’s staring head and twisted about her neck, the dripping 
mouth wide and puffed to strike. The plum in the dish beside 
the lounge had rotted and fuzzed with greenish mold. 

But what struck deep at the soul and curdled the spirit was 
the corruption pouring from a bloody gouge cracking Gyp’s 
swollen stomach. Hideous obscenities crawled from the torn 
flesh: scab-blacked worms and pearly maggots and gelid crea- 
tures thrown up from the pits of hell. They oozed from de- 
caying flesh, crawled and slithered from a gelatinous cavern, 
their shiny carapaces streaked with blood and gore. They 
writhed and ripped and clawed through the struggles of birth. 
Had Satan himself taken brush in hand, this might have been 
the result. 

Fighting the bile scorching her throat, Kate blindly sank to 
a stool someone pushed beneath her. Had the stool not ap- 
peared, she would have fallen to the floor. Shock and horror 
rippled icy flesh in quickening waves. She stared straight 
ahead through glazed eyes as a gale of disjointed thoughts 
battered her mind. Would the malignancy mark the baby? 
Old wives’ tales said. . . Irish . . . where are you? ... No 
someday; there was never a someday. .. . Had she finished 
the laundry? ... Out of soap ... never be clean 
again. ... Green ghoulish things, evil things . . . crawling out 
of bloody flesh ... beetles and scratching noises in the dark, 
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-.. Gyp... scarlet... eyes of a strange burning color... 
insanity leaping from the canvas, jumping from shiny 
scales. ... 

Kate buried her face in her hands. “Please, God . . . I beg 
you! Make it all go away, make it disappear! Show me the 
way out!” 

When she forced her eyes to open, it was to a new scene. 
And Kate moaned a feeling of disorientation. Time skipped 
and bounced. First there had been the party-——laughter and 
happy warmth; then Pignalle’s wondrous Plum, reaching to 
draw sweet harmony from aching hearts. Then time had 
played a trick, wavering and flowing into a spider’s web of 
sickness—Gyp’s sudden appearance and the atrocity she bore. 
Now time slid again, and a new scene unfolded; nothing 
seemed tied to the previous moment. Kate blinked at damp 
clouds obscuring her vision, battled to make sense of what 
she saw and heard. 

“I saw you! I saw you looking at her!” Neil screamed, his 
face a contortion of pain and rage. _ 

Slowly Cézanne stood away from the wall, a rugged, bat- 
tered contenance drawing together in disgust and. loathing. 
“Get out,” he snarled. A. string of obscenities followed, de- 
livered in a harsh guttural voice. 

“Please.” Pignalle rushed between them, raising his hands. 
“Cézanne, I beg you! Blanchard, come to your senses, man! 
No one has insulted your .. .” He groped for a word. “... 
friend.” 

Renoir started forward, opening his mouth to speak, but 
Blanchard whirled to face the room, cutting off outraged 
shouts. “I knew it! I knew this is how you would be!” His 
beard quivered; fury blazed from his eyes. “I knew you 
wouldn’t understand truth when you were privileged to see 
it!” He shielded Gyp with his body, profecting her from the 
lust he read in every eye. “You think with the wrong organ, 
gentlemen.” He made the word “gentlemen” an insult. “You 
hide evil lusts in light fantasy. You claim purity with your 
paint while your insides slough off in corruption!” 

His voice ricocheted from stucco walls, raining like stones. 

“Blanchard...” 

“You think Pig’s work is a masterpiece? It’s trash—gar- 
bage! Merde! The background is laid in with tobacco juice; 
he used a street broom instead of a sable! It is nothing! It 
does not exist! A marvel? A wonder? You make me sick— 
sick to the very soul!” He spit, fists flailing the air, deep 
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growls issuing from his throat. “I don’t see you rushing to 
congratulate me! Yet I offer you truth! Truth!” Pain inter- 
mingled the confusion. “I give you truth! Listen to me. I have 
a patron! You don’t believe that? Well, you'll see. I sell 
paintings! Turn your backs like the hypocrites you are. But 
you'll all see!” 

Cézanne, Renoir, Manet, the countess’s young friend— 
they rushed on him, angry voices joining from all sides. For 
an instant Neil’s eyes darted from face to face, and it ap- 
peared he would resist. 

Then Gyp’s snarl pierced the shouting. “Right! Tear their 
hearts out!” Thin lips rose above her teeth, and her eyes glis- 
tened with excitement. Red silk lifted and fell with the agita- 
tion of her breast, and she panted, lips open and sensual. She 
urged him on, eager for the sexual heat of battle. : 

Neil whirled. “You'd like that, wouldn’t you? Bitch! You'd 
like the blood!” His hand shot out and cracked across Gyp’s 
face. Her cheek flamed, and she laughed, intoxicated by the 
pain, stimulated past logic. 

“Coward!” she taunted, coaxing, the terrible smile sliding. 
A trickle of blood dripped past her lips, staining her teeth a 
liquid pink. “There’s jelly between your legs! Water in your 
veins!” She mocked him until he groaned, and his hand 
snapped back once again. Gyp laughed. . 

But Cézanne caught Neil’s wrist, twisted it hard behind his 
back. The others closed, but Neil didn’t notice. Spitting and 
growling, he shouted obscenities at Gyp, whose high rocking 
laughter climbed, clawing the senses. — 

“You must leave now, Neil.” Pignalle’s face had paled to 
chalk. He thrust hat and cloak into Neil’s free hand. “I’m 
sorry. God in heaven, Neil, I’m sorry!” 

“Sorry?” Neil attempted: to focus on Pignalle’s small shak- 
ing form. “It.is I who am sorry for all of you!” 

They shoved him through the doorway and pushed Gyp 
behind him. Manet. lifted the painting as if it had the power 
to contaminate and hurled it from the door. : 

Silence descended, thick and raw. A tangible essence that 
scraped spirits to bitter bone. 

And all eyes swung toward Kate. They saw what their 
stares did to her, but they could not look away. The wife of 
the madman, whose luminous image represented beauty and 
wonder and the enigma of awakening life, had now assumed 
a taint of something vile and unspeakable. She was part and 
parcel of what they had witnessed. Whether or not Kate 
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knew of Blanchard’s abomination, whether or not she ac- 
cepted her role in the tragedy, her belly carried the seeds of 
insanity. 

. Silently they stepped from her path as Kate bolted for- 
ward, a strangled cry on her lips. Blindly she ran to the door, 
hammering and clawing at the latch. 3 

“Kate! Don’t!” 

_ The door gave way, and she rushed pell-mell down the 
steps, sliding and slipping on icy pebbles. Cold air sucked 
into her lungs, stinging like frozen needles. She’d left behind 
her cloak and gloves and shawl, but she didn’t care. All she 
wanted was to escape the eyes—hundreds, thousands of mul- 
tiplying stares. Stabbing her with speculation, with horror. 
Her life had spread before them in all its sordid waste. And 
any who had not known of the Blanchard triangle now did. 
Any who had not known of Neil’s madness now did. And 
any who had thought to extend a hand in friendship now did 
not. 

She paused beneath a spitting gaslight, panting, staring 
wildly up and down the. street. Which way to go? But there 
was no real choice. Life only pretended freedom; in actuality 
the course was laid out well in advance, all choices irrevoca- 
bly made. She had no friends to offer sanctuary, no safe 
place to hide. There was only Neil’s studio. That familiar 
dark prison exuding a seductive call of blessed solitude. 

Lifting the taffeta with hands reddened by cold, Kate ran 
heedlessly forward. Dodging a buggy, she dashed across pave- 
ment and curb and turned up the darkened hill. Someone had 
broken the far gaslamp again. Someone always broke every- 
thing. Sooner or later. Nothing endured. 

A despairing voice sobbed in her ear. Tears cut frozen 
tracks along her cheeks. And she labored up the hill, trying 
to run, certain that oozing black things pursued her, nipped 
at her heels. Cold darkness wrapped her in terror. 

Then her boot came down on a slick of ice and her feet 
flew out from under her. Kate threw her hands forward, 
feeling tiny rocks and gravel scrape the skin from her palms. 

And then lightning-sharp pain as her full weight crashed 
on top of her stomach. She screamed and rolled to her side, 
clutching her swollen stomach and moaning. It hurt. Oh, 
God, it hurt! Hot waves of pain sliced through her body, 
blackened her vision, and choked the air from her breast. 

A gush of warm liquid wet her thighs, and she rocked on 
the patch of ice, screaming until her throat swelled closed. 
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Until Claire’s frightened face appeared. And Pig. And a man 
from the party whose name she couldn’t remember. 

They lifted her, and the pain altered. It slid downward and 
exploded in the pit of her stomach, squeezing like scorching 
fingers. And all the screams whimpering soundlessly from her 
lips didn’t bring a second’s relief. 

“Pig! Oh, God, Pig, I think her labor has started!” 

Kate fainted. j 
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Jack CALLAHAN BLANCHARD LIVED THREE days and fourteen 
hours. Then his tiny chest fell and did not rise again. He left 
life as he’d entered it, prematurely and surrounded by an- 
guished screaming. _ 

Kate held him to her breast and rocked, mercifully una- 
ware of Violette’s hoarse screams or Pignalle’s exhausted 
weeping. The sounds did not register. 

“Kate. Let me take the baby for a moment.” Claire’s quiet 
voice spoke near her ear. “You need rest, dear, let me hold 
him for a little while.” 

“Nol” Above dark smudges, Kate’s eyes lifted. She shook 
her head and whispered earnestly, “If I let him go. . . some- 
thing bad will happen. I just know it.” Her arms tightened, 
and she hunched her body forward, ignoring the ache of 
movement. Her labor had been arduous. Long and very hard. 
But already the brutal pain had begun to fade from_her 
mind; God was selective in the memories he allowed mothers. 
“Isn't he beautiful?” Her wounded eyes shone and she 
touched a cap of golden fuzz. The chill beneath her fingertip 
did not penetrate her thoughts. “And so small. Like me. His 
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hair will darken later, I know it will. Papa always said J was 
born with gold hair, but later it turned Callahan black.” A 
wondering finger ran gently down his tiny face and paused at 
the neck. “I love his little neck,” she whispered. “So soft and 
warm.” 

“Oh, Kate.” Claire’s face tightened in on itself and she 
lifted a hand to her forehead... Soft crooning noises issued 
from Kate’s throat. 

“I only wish Papa was alive to see Jackie.” She rocked 
back and forth, huddled on the stool. “You had a very 
special grandpa, Jackie; you would have loved each other. 
You have his nose.” A finger touched a small tilted nose. 
“And your chin. A strong Callahan chin. Don’t you think he 
has my chin, Claire?” 

A strangled noise stuck in Claire’s throat. 

“T love you. Your mama loves you so much!” 

“Oh, God!” 

“Everybody loves you. You are a very lucky little boy! So 
many wonderful people love you!” 

Violette’s scream thinned; she banged her fists against the 
platform. Pignalle dropped his head and covered his face. 

Kate frowned gently. “Shhh. Jackie is asleep.” She smiled 
‘at them and laid a finger across her lips. A lullaby whispered 
from her breast, soft and infinitely tender. | 

“Kate. Oh, Kate.” Claire’s eyes shimmered like drowning 
emeralds. “You’re very tired, dear. You. haven’t slept in two 
days. The worry ... Let me hold Jackie while you rest. 
Please?” Trembling arms reached. | 

“I... I can’t.” Kate hugged the baby to her body. She 
didn’t want to offend Claire, but deep in some unquestioned 
part of her mind she was afraid to release her baby. As long 
as she held him to her warmth, he was part of her. If she let 
him go, he’d never come back. How she knew this, Kate 
couldn’t have explained, but she knew it. If she let anyone 
take her baby, they’d never give him back; she’d never see his 
dear little face again. She’d rather have her heart ripped from 
her breast than surrender her baby. “I .. . just can’t. I want 
to hold him. He needs me.” Maybe Claire would understand 
now and leave her in peace. 

But Claire wouldn’t leave. Not until someone moved near 
the door, then Claire’s skirt swept away and Kate clasped 
Jackie to her breast, willing her warmth and vitality into his 
tiny body. He felt cold. She didn’t want him to catch a chill. 
He was so little and helpless, and he wouldn’t eat. 
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“Kate...” 

She lifted suspicious eyes. They all wanted to take her 
baby, and she couldn’t share him. Not until the terrible some- 
thing went away and she was sure he was safe. 

“Kate, listen to me.” 

She didn’t want to. Neil had no business being here, this. 
had nothing to do with him; Jackie was her baby. Something 
bad had happened. She was too exhausted to remember, but 
something revolting and bad, something to do with Neil. But 
she couldn’t remember. She didn’t want him here. “Go 
away!” 

“T want to help. Kate, I’m part of this too!” 

He was too late. She smiled and bent over the baby, hum- 
ming the lullaby. When she’d wanted Neil to be a part of 
Jackie and herself, he had refused. Now it was too late; she 
didn’t want him anymore. She wasn’t going to share her 
baby. Not with him. She’d read the story his canvases told; 
she knew what his painted fathers did to their sons. 

A hand cupped her chin and forced her face up. And she 
drew a sharp intake of breath. Was this Neil? The man be- 
fore her suffered. Sleepless eyes stared from hollows, and he 
hadn’t trimmed his beard or changed his clothes. He looked 
as if he’d just returned from a party. But one that had taken 
place days ago. She didn’t like the way his breath smelled. 
But his eyes—his. burned-out eyes were the worst. She’d never 
seen eyes that cried without tears. Eyes that were dead. 

_ He tried to smile. “Kate. Can you hear me? I’ve been with 
you through all but the first. Do you remember?” 

She did not. But Claire’s weary nod confirmed what he 
said. She wished he’d say what he had to say, then disappear. 
Vanish like a puff of vapor on a cold day. 

He reached a finger toward the baby’s head, and Kate 
jerked backward, not letting him touch Jackie. Jackie be- 
longed to her! 

He swallowed and closed his eyes. “Kate. Dear Kate.” He 
called her “dear” only when something was terribly wrong. 
Her eyes narrowed. “I am Jackie’s father. Do you under- 
stand?” 

She didn’t move. He was trying to trick her. 

Neil wet his lips. ““He’s mine too. We made him together. 
You and I. He belongs to both of us.” 

“Both .. .” She repeated what he said, fogged with confu- 
sion. Neil was right; she knew that. They’d made Jackie to- 
gether. Together they had created this magical creature in her 
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arms. Conceived in pain and born in pain, but they had done 
it. together. She decided Neil was too late in accepting his 
child. She didn’t know if this made her happy or angry. 

“I love him too, Kate.” | 

“Love him too...” 

“T didn’t think I would. Then I saw him, and...” Long 
fingers clawed through golden hair. “This was my chance! 
Oh, God, life is so stinking unfair! This was my chance for 
something clean and fresh and...” . 

“Clean and fresh and...” 

He put his hands on her knees and looked into her face. 
“Will you let me hold my son? Just once?” 

She frowned, not trusting him. What were his rights? Did 
he have the right to take her baby? No, their baby. They had 
made Jackie together. Without Neil, she wouldn’t have her 
baby at all. His fingers slowly moved beneath Jackie’s blan- 
ket, taking advantage of her bewilderment, sliding along her 
strangely flat stomach. “No! He’s asleep!” She searched his 
eyes for the insanity, but she saw only pain. 

“Til be careful.” 

“And he’s cold. He needs to be held close.” For a moment 
her arms tensed, trapping Neil’s hands. Her heart beat faster 
and her breath hurt. She didn’t want to do this. She met 
Neil’s eyes, pleading. It was his baby too, but she didn’t want 
him to take Jackie. Jackie was so little; he needed his mother 
to survive. | 

“TPH keep him warm.” Neil’s hands moved deeper under the 
bundle, and Kate’s arms tightened. 

“No. Go away! I don’t want to let him go, I can’t!” She 
didn’t care that Neil was the father; she wasn’t going to sur- 
render Jackie to anyone. Maybe she owed him an explana- 
tion; then he’d go away and leave her alone. “Something bad 
will happen. If I let my baby go, something terrible will hap- 
pen. As long as Pm holding him, he’s safe!” She desperately 
wanted to make Neil understand. Because she needed him to 
take his hands away, and he wouldn’t. 

“Nothing bad will happen. I promise.” 

“No!” Wildly Kate stared toward the others; begging as- 
sistance. How could they turn aside when Neil played tug-of- 
war with her baby? She saw they wouldn’t be any help. 
Claire leaned against the table, her head dropped between her 
arms, her face hidden. Pig was holding Violette in his arms, 
and both were sobbing. Pig holding Violette? Kate blinked. 
The whole world had tilted; nothing was as it should be. 


259 


Neil’s fingers slid about the blankets, and he firmly eased 
Jackie forward on her lap. 

“No!” Kate hunched her body, trying to curl around -the 
baby and protect him. He was so quiet and tiny. And her 
breasts ached with the milk he wouldn’t take. “Leave him 
alone!” Neil’s terrible eyes were inches from her own, and 
she longed to scratch them out—force him to take his hands 
away. But she was afraid to move her arms, even for a sec- 
ond, or Neil would have her baby. “Help me!” She screamed 
it, but the others didn’t look up. They didn’t move. “Help 
me! He’s taking our baby!”-Claire’s shoulders heaved, and Vi- 
olette and Pig ching to each other, but no one came to help. 
God, God! Didn’t they know something terrible was about to 
happen? She’d tried to warn them! 

“Kate, dear Kate. You have to let him go now. You’ve 
done everything you could.” Neil spoke in a low voice, softer 
than she’d ever heard him use. And she didn’t trust it. She 
knew all about Neil Blanchard. One minute he pretended to 
be one thing, and the next minute he turned into a raving 
madman. She wouldn’t trust her precious baby to a lunatic. 
Never. She jammed her elbow against his hands. 

“No!” Tears of fright and panic dropped to Jackie’s blan- 
ket. What could she say to make Neil understand? “Some- 
thing terrible . . . terrible . ... will happen! Listen to me! 
Please listen to me! He’s safe now. See?” Her baby was so 
beautiful! Tiny and sweet, and he didn’t cry and he smelled. 
like spring flowers. “But if I let him go, even for a minute, 
something .. .” Her voice rasped fierce and ragged. “I won’t 
give him up!” She bent lower, curling around him, but not 
too much. He was so little. And she was afraid of suffocating 
him. And he was cold. Colder than he should be. He needed 
her warmth. 

Pain contracted Neil’s hollow eyes. But his hands were re- 
lentless, pulling the baby forward. And Kate knew the extent 
of his madness; he would take the baby if it tore Jackie in 
half. Her eyes rolled in her. head and she screamed for help. 
But her screams fell like paper stones, driving Claire and Pig 
and Violette further into themselves. They cringed and wept 
and refused to look at her. 

“That’s right. That’s right.” Neil eased the baby forward 
and into his arms. There was nothing Kate could do but lis- 
ten to the hammering surf of her heartbeat, frantic in fear 
and hatred. 

Neil didn’t care whether or not he hurt Jackie; but she did. 
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And oh, God, she had to surrender or risk hurting her baby 
in the struggle. Flying up from the stool, Kate hovered over 
Neil’s arms, her hands touching the blanket, adjusting it, fold- 
ing it, tucking it around a tiny still face. Cold. His flesh was 
so cold. “Hold him closer. No, not like that! Please, Neil, 
please give him back to me!” She begged and pleaded, 
brushed at quick terrified tears that blinded and burned. 
“Closer! Warm him. Oh, God!” It was coming, it was. com- 
wi The terrible thing. She should never have let Neil take 
ackie. 

But what could she have done to prevent it? Hatred twisted 
her white face, and she longed to punish Neil for doing 
this—for risking her baby. Her body quivered with the need 
to smash. The terrible thing hissed through her breast, rush- 
ing closer. But she didn’t dare raise her fists or fall on Neil, 
not while he held her treasure, her love, so quiet and cold in 
his arms. 

Neil threw back his head and blinked rapidly at the ceiling. 
“God, Kate! He’s so beautiful and perfect. So tiny.” A moist 
' rattle choked his throat. “I can’t bear to put him into the 
ground to rot!” 

Kate screamed. Horror glazed her eyes, and her breath 
stopped. “Put my baby ...in... the ground...to... 7?” 
The terrible thing slammed across her stomach, caved in her 
body, sliced through her heart. “No!” In sudden animal 
frenzy she clawed and scratched and kicked and fought des- 
perately to free Jackie. But Neil shouldered her aside and 
stepped toward the door, hunched against the wild raining 
blows. | 

“Nononononono!” Kate’s screams ripped the soul, 
shredded emotion to raw splinters. Her chest wheezed pain-. 
fully, unable to find air. Horrified tears ran hot past her 
lashes. “Help! Help me! God in heaven, help me!” But no 
one moved. She was Jackie’s only chance. She climbed Netl’s 
back, riding him like a dervish, her fists battering, ripping 
gold hair and clawing for his eyes. She knew what he would 
do. “Don’t eat my baby!” Crying, screaming, shrieking, she 
directed all her force to killing him. “Jackie! Jackie!” Animal 
terror rang in her ears. And she couldn’t save him; she 
couldn’t save her baby! 

They ail turned against her then. Pig, Violette, even Claire. 
They dragged her from Neil’s back and pushed her to the 
floor, holding her wild thrashing body on the planks. And 
Claire leaned above her with a damp pad of folded cloth, 
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tears rivering past the scar. The sweet-thick smell of lau- 
danum. And then . .. Kate’s eyes rolled toward the door, 
and she threw out a clawing hand. “My baby!” And then 
»». Oblivion. 

A merciful, numb oblivion that stretched first into days 
and then into weeks. 

The skeletal oak tree in the courtyard fleshed out with a 
new jacket of bright buds. Workmen passed the gate, their 
coats slung over their lunch boxes, shirt sleeves rolled to the 
elbows. Violette and Claire carried the laundry tubs into the 
courtyard. And on fine days Claire opened the windows near 
Kate’s stool. 

Kate could not function. Dead eyes stared out at a world 
dimmed to shades of ‘gray. For the first time Kate experi- 
enced a glimmering of understanding for Neil’s dark visions. 
She hadn’t believed it possible to see things other people 
could not; now she knew it was. Claire saw early-April sun- 
shine beyond the windowpanes, but Kate saw only gray. 
Endless gray. A gray as bleak and leaden as the sky over pot- 
ter’s field the day they had put Jackie into the ground. 

She could remember now without her mind. retreating into 
a nether region of ice and cold. Slowly her strength returned. 
But strength of body was not strength of mind. A terrible fire 
had charred Kate’s emotions and left a husk. A hollowed-out 
void of pain. She knew deep inside she could function—the 
worst was behind her—but she saw no reason to. . 

Day after day she remembered, examining every detail, 
searching for something she might have done differently, the 
one thing which would have saved Jackie. And keying on a 
hundred unreasonable possibilities. 

The delivery, the brief days of worry and terrible mind- 
sweeping fear. Holding her baby and rocking, rocking. Her 
mind had fragmented; she understood that now. And it 
bowed her shoulders to replay her actions through a mental 
camera, as she did, over and over. She’d been out of her 
senses until finally she’d been forced to accept the unthink- 
able. 

Which she had stubbornly refused until she made them 
open Jackie’s tiny box and show him to her. Dead, really 
dead. And even then she’d blamed Neil. She’d sworn to all of 
them, the officials, that when Neil took J ackie, her baby had 
been alive. And she’d stared into the box and imagined teeth 
marks on her baby’s small chill limbs. She’d gone mad, 
Screaming and weeping and trying to save him. And they had 
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all stared with embarrassed pity in their official eyes as Claire 
led her out toward the trenches cutting potter’s field. 

Trenches. Months later the awful word still had the power 
to inflict pain. Only those with money could afford private 
cemeteries, graves of their own. For those with no coins, long 
trenches were opened and the coffins stacked two deep, then 
covered as'need demanded, until one trench filled and an- 
other had to be dug. Few people could afford markers, but 
here and there grieving hearts had resisted namelessness for 
their loved ones; a few sagging wooden crosses tilted along 
the french line, fashioned from scraps of window ledge or 
fence pickets. 

Pignaile would not allow their Jackie to be nameless. He’d 
bought an iron cross with Jackie’s name carved on the top 
bar, and after he hammered it into place, Violette had draped 
it with paper flowers. And above them gray sky had stretched 
as far as the eye could see. Gray sky overhead and cold gray 
clods at their feet. . 

Closing her eyes, Kate lifted a trembling hand to release a 
locket at her breast; Claire had given her the locket when 
they returned from potter’s field. Inside lay a small collection 
of golden. fuzz. Kate snapped the catch and pulled back one 
side of the little gold heart, careful not to breathe lest she 
scatter tiny hairs over her black skirt. She wanted to touch 
them, but there weren’t many, and she didn’t trust her shak- 
ing finger not to spill the shining threads into the cracks be- 
tween the planks. This was all she had. 

She stared until dry eyes ached, then closed the locket and 
pinned it to her gown and leaned her head back. God, she 
was tired! She couldn’t sleep—hated to sleep. Nightmares. 
Not always the same nightmares, but so similar that the dif- 
ferences didn’t matter. 

In the dreams she was stretched on a bed, sweating, pant- 
ing, hurting through the last hard contractions of labor. 
Then she looked down as her stomach cracked from breast to 
thighs and horrible corruption poured over her skin, over the 
bed. Green foaming liquid and beetles and worms and black 
bloody things which brought her screaming out of sleep, 
shaking and icy with terror. Not safe until Claire stroked her 
fully awake and gave her tea or hot milk. 

The dreams were not difficult to trace; they originated in 
Neil’s Plum. And Kate loathed him for grafting his filthy 
madness onto her mind, 
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Thinking of him roused her from a deadening lethargy, 
and hatred tensed her body. Pale eyes flashed. 

Even though she had understood for months. that Neil 
hadn’t harmed Jackie, still her hatred boiled. She blamed him 
for everything. If he hadn’t flaunted Gyp, if he hadn’t stolen 
Pignalle’s triumph, if he hadn’t scandalized and shocked the 
guests, if he hadn’t struck Gyp. Then Kate wouldn’t have fled 
into the night, wouldn’t have fallen. And her Jackie would 
have gone full term before being born. Then he would have 
lived; Kate believed this with all her heart. . 

A long chain of ifs. She reviewed them every day. 

And despised Neil Blanchard, begrudged him the air he 
breathed. He’d killed her Jackie as surely as if his hands had 
snapped that sweet neck. And Neil shouldn’t have told her 
that he’d put Jackie in the ground to rot. He shouldn’t have 
said that. He should have extended a little kindness instead of 
torturing her with his own sick delusions. 

Kate dropped her head, violently shaking the memories 
into a far corner. She could not dwell on the past; she sensed 
the unhealthiness of it. She didn’t know where Neil was, and 
she didn’t care. She didn’t care if he lived with Gyp, or under 
a bridge, or in the smelly back room of a bistro—just so long 
as he didn’t come here. 

“I've brought you something.” Claire knelt beside her, 
speaking in the artificially bright voice she’d used during the 
long stretch of weeks. “Fresh bread covered with melted 
cheese. One of your favorites.” She placed a plate on Kate’s 
lap and looked up hopefully. “There’s a bit of sausage.” 

“I don’t want anything.” 

“Now, Kate. You didn’t have breakfast or lunch. You 
must eat something.” Looking into indifferent eyes, Claire 
frowned and wrung her hands beneath her apron. “A little 
snack will help you through the afternoon.” 

“Where do we get the money for food?” 

“T told you. Neil sends what he can, and Pig helps out.” 

Kate’s head lifted at the mention of Neil’s name and her 
eyes flared suspiciously. 

“No,” Claire injected’ hastily, “he doesn’t come here. He 
sends someone to Violette, and Violette gives us whatever is 
left after she takes out the rent.” . 

Kate nodded, staring outside at April sunshine. Seeing 
gray. 

Sighing, Claire removed the plate and set it aside. She took 
Kate’s hands between her own. “Kate, listen to me. Pig is 
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coming in a few minutes, and we want to talk to you. You 
can’t go on like this.” Kate’s empty eyes tore her heart. “You 
have to put the past behind you. Make plans for the future. 
You can’t spend the rest of your life sitting beside the win- 
dow.” 

“I know.” 

“You must begin to think about ... What did you say?” 
Claire blinked. 

“I said, I know.” Kate’s eyes moved from the window and 
scanned the murky studio. Jackie’s cradle had stood there. 
They had stacked his little gowns on that table. Made from 
scraps of petticoats. “I have to decide what ’m going to do 
with my life.” 

Claire lifted the hem of her apron, stemming tears of re- 
lief. “That’s right.” She didn’t realize how hard she was 
pressing Kate’s hand. 

“[ve been thinking about it.” Kate hadn’t known this was 
true until she heard the words. But somewhere in the back of 
her mind, she’d been groping forward. “I don’t know yet 
what I'll do. I have to get some money.” 

“We'll work something out.” 

“What I need is a plan, and I don’t have one.” Standing, 
Kate moved to the stove, poured a cup ‘of coffee, then wan- 
dered back toward the windows, not noticing Claire’s look of 
astonishment. “Number one, there is no possibility of divorce, 
And I don’t have the money to go home.” Home. Her heart 
ached around a thick black knot. More than anything in’ the 
world she wished she could step through a magic door and 
find herself safe and protected, back in the Fifth Avenue 
house with Black Jack. If this was growing up, she rejected 
it—the pain was too intense. “So, Where does that leave me? 
Here. With no money and no prospects.” 

“That’s what Pig and I want to discuss. He’s suggested we 
move in with him. For a while. Just until we get on our feet 
and decide what we're going to do.” 

“I... I don’t know.” She shied from making any deci- 
sions. And her Callahan pride resisted charity. Pignalle had 
already done so much for them. “Not now, Claire.” She 
would require convincing. “Maybe later....1...1 don’t 
know.” 

Claire’s fingers worried the scar. “I’m happier than I can 
tell you to see you up and thinking about the future.” She 
slid onto the stool Kate had vacated. “But you don’t have to 
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prove anything, Kate. Let Pig help you. At least until we de- 
cide what comes next.” 

“We can decide what comes next without intruding on Pig. 
His generosity is .. .” As Kate spoke and slowly paced, she 
probed deep within, seeking the strength and energy she knew 
were there. They had to be. 

She had grieved; she had bled. And no amount of pain and 
weeping would restore her baby. It was time to pick up the 
pieces and go on. No, she assured herself, she wasn’t being 
callous—this was the way of life. Survival. She had to bury 
the past to survive. 

“Hello.” Pignalle poked a hesitant smile around the door, 
his mouth dropping as he noticed Claire on the stool and 
Kate standing near the table. “Kate!” A quick film dampened 
his eyes, and he glanced quickly toward Claire then back. 
“You're better!” _ 

“Come in, Pig,” Kate answered quietly. She opened her 
arms to his embrace, and for his sake she attempted a rusty 
smile. “I’m well enough to wonder where you’ve been keep- 
ing yourself. Why haven’t we seen more of you?” The effort at 
brightness failed, but it was a beginning. | 

Pignalle forced his eyes to remain steady. “I’ve been here 
every day,” he answered gently. 

Kate blinked in surprise, and her tentative smile faded. “T 
--- I’m sorry, 1...” She felt as if she were spinning, hurtling 
forward from a far distance. “I’m all right. I. ... I didn’t 
know.” 

He held her at arm’s length, studying her pale expression. 
“What’s brought about this welcome change?” 

“It’s time.” The answer was too simple, but she had none 
better. 

He nodded thoughtfully, took a seat at the table, and 
smiled up at her. “Well.” He cleared his throat. “Well! I’'d say 
this calls for a celebration. Clairel Up with you, woman, 
where’s the wine?” - 

“Where’s the cradle?” Kate asked it softly, not looking at 
him 


“What?” 

“The cradle. Where is Jackie’s cradle?” 

“Kate . 

“Tt’s all out: I just want to know.” 

Pignalle picked up the salt cellar, examined it through 
stricken eyes. “I stored the cradle in my attic. It’s there when 
you...if...if you ever need it again.” 
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“I won’t.” The smile on her lips was ghastly. “I just wanted 
to know where it was.” 

Thankfully Claire chose that moment to place a wineglass 
in Kate’s hand, and she drank thirstily, as if she badn’t tasted 
fluid in weeks. Claire refilled the glass, and they all smiled 
then, feeling their awkwardness melt in the familiar comfort- 
ing glow of friendship. 

“There is something Claire and I want to discuss, but 
first...” 

“She already mentioned it, Pig.” 

“. . + Neil asked me to tell you he’s gone to Aix. He'll re- 
turn in about two weeks.” 

“Doesn’t Cézanne live in Aix?” 

“Claire already told you what we decided?” 

They smiled, and Pignalle waved a hand, giving way. 

Kate turned the information in her mind. She would have 
guessed not a painter in Paris would have anything to do 
with Neil. Her curiosity moved her another step nearer nor- 
malcy. “Surely Cézanne didn’t invite Neil . .. not after... 
after that night.” 

‘ Pignalle’s beard split in a grin. “I think Blanchard’s arrival 
will be a shock. Cézanne’s family lives in Aix, he goes there 
several times a year to visit them and paint. Some of 
Cézanne’s best work has been done in Aix. The countryside 
is wild and raw and—” 

“Pig .. .” Claire guided him back to the subject. “We are 
discussing Neil here, not the glories of nature.” 

“Of course.” He glared beneath the gray caterpillar brows, 
and Kate smiled. “Anyway, Neil is in Aix. He hopes to con- 
vince Cézanne to allow him to study. If Cézanne’ refuses, 
which is more than likely, Neil intends to dog his boots with 
or without permission and learn what he can.” - 

“Neil wants to learn?” A line appeared between Kate’s del- 
icate eyebrows. “I can’t imagine that. Neil always claimed 
other painters could learn from him.” Had the world flip- 
flopped while she had been staring out the window? 

“He’s trying, Kate.” Pignalle turned his glass between his 
fingers. “He hasn’t done any of . . . the other . . . paintings 
since .. . well, for a while. At least not that I know of. He’s 
trying to return to the basics. He wants to make a fresh 
Start.” 

It didn’t matter. Kate didn’t care what Neil was doing or 
where he went or what changes he hoped to make. In the 
end, he was what he was. No matter how earnestly he tried, 
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he couldn’t change that. She relaxed visibly, knowing Neil 
wasn’t in Montmartre, was nowhere near Paris. 

“Now. What did Claire tell you?” Pignalle scowled at 
Claire, and she dropped-her. eyes. 

“Everything. But ’m not ready yet, Pig.” She touched -his 
hand. “I thank you with all my heart for your kind offer, 
but...” 

“She turned it down.” Claire shook her head..“Maybe I 
spoke too soon.” 

Biting his tongue, Pignalle withheld a hearty exclamation 
of agreement. Instead, he and Claire repeated the reasons 
why Kate should accept Pignalle’s hospitality. 

In the end, Kate threw up both hands and smiled. “I ap- 
preciate what you're trying to do. Both of you. But I need a 
little more time before making any big changes. I’m just not 
ready yet. I will be soon. . . but not quite yet.” 

They looked at her unhappily. Finally Pignalle sighed. “All 
right. For the moment. But the offer is open whenever you 
decide to stop being stubborn. It’s important that you under- 
stand you have a place to go.” 

“I do.” Affectionately Kate reached to press his fingers. “I 
don’t know what I'll do. Work, of course. Modeling . . .” 
She shrugged and lowered her eyes. “I may turn up on your 
doorstep after all.” 

“We,” Claire amended. “We may turn up on your door- 
step.” 

“I think you should accept Pig’s offer.” It wrenched Kate’s 
heart to say it, but she couldn’t ask Claire to continue sharing 
this dreary life. Claire wasn’t clinging to the memory of a 
tiny bundle. And if there was something better possible .. . 

Shocked, Claire leaned back in the chair. “I’m staying with 
you,” she answered flatly. “How would it look for me to 
move in with Pig?” | 

This Kate understood, and she nodded gratefully. 

“It would look good to me.” Pignalle grinned. — 

“Be serious, Pig.” Instead of appearing amused or flattered, 
Claire responded with sharp annoyance. 

Which surprised Kate. What else had happened while she 
watched winter melt to spring? 

The humor in Pignalle’s eyes hardened to embarrassed dig- 
nity, and a flush climbed his cheeks. “I beg your pardon, 
madame.” Following an awkward silence, he snapped his fin- 
gers and looked at Kate. “An odd thing happened yesterday. 
A man appeared in my studio looking for you.” 
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Kate’s head lifted. 

“He had one of my portraits of you—the outdoors head 
and shoulders, remember?’ Well, the gallery owner sent him 
to me, and frankly, I didn’t know what to tell him. He 
wanted to know all about you.” 

Kate frowned, puzzled. Whom did aie know in Paris who 
might want to find her? She could think of no one. 

“I wasn’t going to say anything, then he saw The Plum 
... Pignalle rushed past the spasm constricting Kate’s ex- 
pression. “He was stunned. He swore he was a friend of 
yours, and when I studied his face as he examined the 
painting, I knew he was telling the truth.” 

“For God’s sake, Pig!” Claire’s mouth pulled down in dis- 
gust. “Painters are all crazy! You think you can determine 
everything there is to know about someone just by observing 
him look at a painting!” 

“Jt isn’t impossible. The important qualities—” 

“Did you tell this man where to find Kate?” 

“Well, I...” 

“Pig! How could you do that? That man could be any- 
body! How can you be sure he isn’t... ?” 

Pignalle hadn’t latched the door, and now a hand pushed it 
open. They all spun toward a patch of April sunshine widen- 
ing across the planks. 

A tall dark man filled the doorway. He looked inside, but 
his black eyes saw only Kate. 

“Where the heli have you been, Irish? I’ve turned this town 
upside down looking for you!” Link Reynolds grinned and 
pushed his hat back with his thumb, 
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K ate BELIEVED SHE REMEMBERED EVERYTHING about Link 
Reynolds, but she had forgotten his overwhelming physical 
presence, the effortless manner in which he dominated any 
gathering. Perhaps purposefully, her mind had suppressed. the 
way he charged the atmosphere with masculine vitality and 
raw energy. Watching him, she decided his size accounted for 
part of his impact, but not all. The size was tempered by 
gtace and thoughtful tailoring. He deliberately minimized the 
- Strength rippling smoothly beneath an expensive, well-cut 
jacket and light trousers, as if he sensed intimidation was not 
always an advantage. He reached for his wineglass, and his 
body responded like a well-oiled machine, reacting with con- 
trolied power to the needs placed upon it. 

Kate drew a breath. Again, as when she last saw him, she 
was reminded of a panther, urbane and polished for polite so- 
ciety, the teeth and claws sheathed. But coiled and ready, 
should the jungle reveal itself. A seductive blend ‘of restraint 
and danger simmered for those with eyes to see. 

He sat across from her, relaxed and easy as if he had 
shared a role in this small group from the beginning, confi- 
dent, charming. He renewed his acquaintance with Claire and 
extended openings of friendship toward Pignalle—and prob- 
ing black eyes returned again and again to Kate’s -pale 
Silence. 

She could not look away from him. Even though she 
wished to. A flame of color heated her cheeks, and her heart 
Taced. She looked into those eyes and felt as if she were 
drowning in pools of jet. Suffocating with the memories he 
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stirred in her breast. Home. Balls and dinner parties. Sleds 
and picnics and boxes at the theater and floating gowns and 
laughing friends. A time of innocence. Reynolds had played a 
part in the best of her past. And the worst. She lowered her 
head, but his eyes held her. Somehow, in the last year, the 
worst of her past had lost the power to sting. A fact she only 
now discovered. | 

_ His stare touched Kate’s lips, and a minor explosion 
tightened the lower portion of her stomach. The color in her 
face deepened, and still she could not wrench her eyes from 
the rugged planes of his face. 

The conversation faded around her, and her mind turned 
inward. How could she have left New York? Looking at him, 
feeling his vitality, she marveled that she could have made 
such a decision. She’d placed stubborn pride between herself 
and happiness; she’d spun a web of pride-laced barriers, then 
fled when the barriers threatened to crumble. > 

Too late Kate understood Black Jack would never have ob- 
jected to Reynolds, But it had taken the birth of Jackie for 
her to understand a parent’s unselfishness. If her happiness - 
had depended on Link Reynolds, Black Jack would have wel- 
comed him no matter what the business dealings between 
them. Kate now understood she had misplaced her loyalties. 

And in truth, she had never fully understood the complexi- 
ties of the business transactions which had brought about 
Black Jack’s ruin. She’d listened with half an ear to attempts 
at explanation; she hadn’t begun to grasp Mr. Clyber’s recon- 
struction of the debacle. Yet she had insisted her interpreta- 
tion of Reynolds’ culpability was correct. Why hadn’t she 
pursued the truth with greater vigor? Why hadn’t she stayed 
with it until she understood? 

Why had she denied her heart? 

Attempting to unravel the motives of the person she’d been 
&@ year ago was attempting to guess the reasoning of a 
Stranger. Kate was not the girl she had been; she no longer 
understood that person. If she could somehow relive that 
period of her life . . . Her blush deepened to dusty rose, and 
now she did manage to look away, uncomfortably warm 
beneath a sudden deluge of fragmented images. 

She knew the strong body. beneath that starched white 
shirt; she’d touched the crisp black hair curling under those 
pearl studs. She’d known the strength of hard-muscled arms 
pulling her close, opened her lips as that deep voice quick- 
ened and grew thick. 
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A tiny sound forced from her throat, and she lifted a hand 
to her forehead, closing a dark fringe of lashes against her 
cheeks. She was mad to be thinking such things now. 

The conversation broke, reformed, then began again. “I 
would be honored if the three of you would be my guests for 
dinner.” Link included Pignalle and Claire, indulging the req- 
uisites of etiquette, but his dark eyes saw only Kate, spoke 
only to Kate. He would have dined all of Montmartre if it 
had been necessary to spend time with her. 

“J... I don’t know. I. . .” Kate bit her lip. She longed 
to accept, but she hesitated, afraid of Neil’s reaction if he 
were to find out; she hadn’t forgotten the scene with Renoir. 
But most of all, Kate feared herself. Her violent response to 
Reynolds shocked her. Nothing in her upbringing prepared 
her for the sudden hot stirring through her body. She felt ab- 
solutely certain that decent women never experienced such 
feelings. . 

“Well, I do know,” Claire announced firmly. “A night out 
is exactly what you need.” Her eyes rejected the dark room 
crowded by depressing paintings, fortified against cheer. 
Claire’s fingers dropped from her cheek. “We accept.” 

“Wonderful,” Link replied softly. He gave Kate no oppor- 
tunity to voice any of her ready objections. Rocking back in 
his chair, he lifted an ankle to one knee, thrust his thumbs in 
his vest pockets. “Find your gloves and pin on your prettiest 
hats, ladies, I have a carriage waiting.” Pak” 

Claire’s brow shot toward her hairline. “Now? Certainly 
not! We're ahead of the fashionable dinner hour, for one 
thing, and for another, we'll want a bath, some time with our 
hair . . .” She halted abruptly, the words biting off mid-sen- 
tence. She studied Link’s steady stare, then swiveled toward — 
Kate’s pink cheeks. Clearing her throat, Claire smoothed her 
skirt. “And most important, I need to go to the market.” 

“To the market?” Pignalle’s eyebrows climbed to commas 
of gray fuzz, and he stared at Claire as if she’d suddenly lost 
her mind. 

“Yes. And I'll need you to carry the net.” 

“The market? Now? But we're dining out!" Pignalle 
blinked. Women were strange, incomprehensible creatures. 

Calmly Claire met his eyes. “To the market.” She sighed 
and tugged an earring. “For a genius, Pig, you are remark- 
ably unobservant.” : 

“Madame, there is nothing which escapes the eye of Her- 
cule Pignalle!” Pignalle sniffed. 
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Claire smiled. “We'll talk about that.” Rising, she replaced 
her apron with a light spring cape and carefully settled a veil 
over her face. Then she tugged Pignalle toward the door, and 
leaned back for a last word. “We'll return in about an hour.” 
Her eyes met Kate’s with an intensity Kate didn’t understand. 
“An hour.” The patch of April sunshine narrowed, then dis- 
appeared as the door closed firmly behind Claire’s ruffled 
hem. 

And they were alone. 

Neither spoke. They gazed at each other across the table, 
tensions building and drawing tight. . 

“You've changed,” Link said finally, softly. He openly ap- 
praised the new maturity in her expression and carriage, 
probed the sorrow hiding behind the unnatural brightness in 
her eyes. 

“So have you,” Kate whispered, but she lied. He was ex- 
actly as she remembered, as she had pictured him in a 
hundred dreams. Black curls tumbled in charming disarray 
about a chiseled face; his dark mustache defined sensual lips. 
And her fingers unconsciously stroked the hem of her jacket, 
wanting to touch the spray of fine lines beside his steady eyes. 
She could smell a faint hint of sunshine and rich cigars. 

Neither moved as a weighted silence opened between them. 
Below the open windows Violette kicked across the court- 
yard, soundly cursing the goat. The pump handle squeaked 
rusty protest into a pool of spring quiet. 

And the studio shrank and closed about Kate, leaving 
scarcely enough space to breathe. She heard only the sound 
of a rising heartbeat and the deep silence which built until 
she wanted to cry out and run into the safety of his arms. 
Wanted to tell him what a blind fool she’d been. 

“I'm married.” The foolishness of blurting what he surely 
knew sent a fresh tide of color upward across her throat and 
face. But she felt compelled to say something. Anything to 
interrupt the turbulence mounting in every nerve and 
jumping the space between them. 

He smiled. “I know. I know everything about you, Irish.” 
The smile didn’t touch his eyes. 

She chewed her lip and he laughed then, a deep rich sound 
that reverberated through heart and mind. A laugh that 
lacked true pleasure. 

“I don’t walk into anything blind. I’ve done my home- 
work.” He poured another glass of wine from the bottle on 
the table and leaned back, watching her. “You married Neil 
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Blanchard, black sheep of the Blanchard banking family. 
He’s broke and disinherited, with little or no hope for any- 
thing better. Right now he’s in Aix. As good a place as any 
for the crazy bastard.” Steady hard eyes watched her pale. 
“He has a mistress as sick as he is, a onetime whore who 
spent all his money, then spent yours. As far as my people 
could tell, she’s the only person in Paris willing to buy the 
stink Blanchard paints.” 

Kate’s eyes flared and her mouth dropped. “Gyp is the one 
buying... ?” 

“You didn’t know? It’s true. For reasons which escape 
logic, Mlle. Dejardins occasionally buys Blanchard’s work 
from the color merchant, M. Pouget, through an agent. She 
doesn’t make the buys direct, which would indicate she 
doesn’t want it known. How she finances the purchase, I 
haven’t yet discovered: Or what she does with those abomina- 
tions once she has them.” 

“Oh God.” Kate covered her eyes. She understood. In a 
crazy, sick way it made sense. Neil was so smug, so wildly 
happy believing he had a patron: he bragged to anyone who 
would listen. Kate shuddered. Someday, when the moment 
was right, Gyp would reveal there was no patron; she would 
show him the sold paintings. Kate knew this as surely as she 
knew Link Reynolds had the blackest, most compelling eyes 
she had ever seen. And when Neil discovered there was no 
patron, no one who believed in his work, and there never had 
been, the bitter shock would destroy him. 

“I know Blanchard hasn’t lived here since your baby died.” 
Reynolds looked away from the quick shadow wounding 
pee eyes, and his gaze wandered the dark squalor of the. 
studio. 

If the slightest sympathy had softened his voice, Kate 
would have broken, but there was only anger in his tone, not 
the pity she couldn’t have borne. Her fingers crept to the 
small gold locket on her breast, then returned to her lap. ° 

Before continuing, he tossed off his wine, then poured an- 
other; he turned the glass in damp circles on the table: “I 
know you’ve been forced to work for money—I bought two 
portraits of you. One by Pignalle and a small study by 
Manet.” An unreadable expression veiled his eyes. “I offered 
your little friend a fortune for The Plum. But he won't part 
with it.” 

Kate closed her eyes and swayed. Her hands clenched 
painfully. “You saw it,” she stated flatly. 
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“It’s the most moving piece of artwork I’ve ever seen.” His 
voice roughened then, and black eyes burned. His fingers 
threatened to snap the stem of his glass. “If ’'d had Blanch- 
ard in front of me, I’d have killed the bastard!” 

STANK « <3 

But he wouldn’t. allow her to speak. His eyes reached 
across the table, smoldering into hers. “Because that baby 
should have been mine, Irish. You belong to me; that hasn’t 
changed.” His voice dropped, deceptively soft, masking an in- 
tensity which left her weak. “And he touched you; he took 
what is mine.” 

“Once . . . only once,” she whispered as their eyes met 
and locked. She had no right to reveal the private workings 
of her marriage, but the words choked past dry lips, outside 
her control. She felt as if a hand squeezed the air from her 
lungs. His breath reached to caress her face, her throat, even 
as she knew this was impossible. Their hands lay inches apart 
on the table; they didn’t touch. And the lack of touching cou- 
pled with the intimate words created a tension, an acute 
awareness which was more disturbing than a touch could 
have been. Threads of spun fire shot toward her; the nearness 
of him sapped her strength, raced through her body like 
needles of flame. Closing her eyes, she willed her fingers to 
withdraw from the closeness of near contact, but they would 
not move. 

“Look at me, Kate.” 

She did, feeling her world sharply contract. The bottom 
dropped from beneath her. She read his desire, burning and 
alive, saw it in the knotted jaw and tensing thighs. Her breath 
stopped, though her breast continued to swell in quickening 
motion. And she knew he wanted her. Now. Urgently. And, 
God help her, Kate knew what lay on her own face. She 
needed the strength and fire of him like she needed life itself. 
Every taut nerve screamed for his touch. 

He spoke to her lips, his eyes soft, then hard, his voice 
deepening. “Understand this, Irish. You and I—we are the 
opposite sides of one coin. When you left, you didn’t accept 
that, but now you do. And someday I will claim what is 
mine.” 

Someday. But when? It wasn’t possible, not any longer. 
Feeling faint, Kate gripped the edges of the table, moving her 
fingers from the scorch of nearness. She felt his stare like a 
tangible force, falling soft, then rough on her moist skin, on 
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her breasts and her lips. His words cut like knives. Someday. 
Never. “Oh, Link. I’ve made so many mistakes...” 

“Come to me. Now.” Eyes burned into hers, exploding 
flash lightning and sending shivers up her spine. 

And she squeezed her lashes in despair, her fingers turning 
white along the table edge as she felt the secret flood of mois- 
ture throb and swell. 

“TI can’t.” It was necessary to repeat the words before 
sound gave them weight. 

He stared, waiting, his body coiled,-hard and ready. 

And hot desperate tears, stinging like acid, sprang behind 
her lids. She wanted to go to him; she knew he felt it. But 
Kate could not act against the person she was. Once she had 
stated a woman’s reputation was all she owned in the world, 
and Kate believed this still. No matter how she craved the 
warmth and power of that lean hard body, the rapture he of- 
fered would cost a lifetime of guilt. She was a product of her 
times and upbringing. And it hurt. Oh, sweet God, it hurt! 

“I’m married.” Dry lips framed the words, ripping from 
the heart like drops of bitter blood. 

“In name only.” 

She looked at him then, her blue-gray eyes pleading. And 
she watched as he struggled to accept a concept he rejected. 
And she ached inside. 

“Trish,” he said finally, in a voice so low she strained to 
hear, “you still aren’t grown up, are you? You still aren’t 
your own person.” 

She swallowed hard, no answer possible. 

When he reached for the wine bottle, his movement shat- 
tered the bond between their eyes, and Kate wildly fantasized 
that she heard shards of tension crash to the planking. Then 
he looked at her, long and penetrating, and the tension 
sprang into place once more, quivering between them. His 
fingers stroked the stem of the wineglass, firm and certain, al- 
most sensual. “Someday, Irish. Someday you will grow up. 
And conventions and ladies’-book etiquette and what other 
people think won’t mean a damn to you, You don’t believe 
that now, but it will happen. And when it does, Ill be there.” 
Conviction cast the words in stone. “I'll be waiting when you 
finally grow up.” 

Tears sparkled like jewels in Kate’s dark lashes. Regret for 
impossible dreams and denied pleasures. “I ... I can’t.” 

“But you want to,” he answered softly. “And that’s the be- 
ginning I’ve waited for.” Leaning forward, he poured a sec- 
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ond glass of wine and pushed it toward her. Then he grinned, 
shifting moods as easily as he adjusted his position. “There 
was atime...” He leaned back, hands behind the black 
curls, eyes suddenly teasing. “There was a time when you de- 
manded my head on a platter.” 

Kate stared. With the ability to play the chameleon, she 
suspected he was a formidable opponent in the business 
jungle. Unable to bank fires as easily as he appeared to, Kate 
failed at a smile, but she felt a surge of gratitude that he re- 
spected her values enough not to press her. ? 

“Tt was a fool,” she whispered. The admission came hard, 
in part because he grinned widely, enjoying it. “I blamed you 
for the .. . I didn’t understand about the S&T Railroad, and 
... and I was too proud to. . .” She stopped, bowing her 
head, knowing in retrospect exactly how foolish she’d been. 

Grinning, Reynolds leaned forward and cupped a hand 
around his ear. “What was that? You were a... what? I 
didn’t hear correctly.” 

And now the smile curving her lips was genuine. “I said 
you are an arrogant business shark with absolutely no 
scruples.” 

“Now that sounds more like the Callahan I’ve come to 
know and love.” Her heart skipped as he laughed, the sound 
rich and full and wonderful to hear. “But you're right, Irish. 
In fact, part of the reason I’m here in Paris is some business 
I need to discuss with you.” ; : 

Kate threw up her hands, shaking her black curls and 
smiling ruefully. “No! Absolutely not! I’ve learned my lesson. 
No business.” 

A pang of secret disappointment stabbed beneath her 
heart. Unreasonably, she didn’t want to believe he visited 
Paris on business. She wanted to imagine he’d traveled half- 
way across the world to find her. Vanity. Dressed in drab 
black, sitting in cramped squalor, a woman shamed by the 
actions of an absentee husband—still she vibrated to the tune 
of an outsized vanity. A wry smile of self-reproach tightened 
Kate’s mouth. Did anyone ever truly outgrow the foolish 
concerns of adolescence? He was right to point out she hadn't 
yet grown up—as painful as this was to admit. 

AE think we need to talk about this, Katie girl. It concerns 
you.” | 

“No. At least not now.” Pride or vanity, she couldn’t iso- 
late which, insisted any business be put aside. Business was 
the last thing she wanted to hear about. Instead, she plied 
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him with questions about New York. Home. And the people 
they knew in common. And gradually she believed herself ca- 
pable of conversing, of sitting within a field of magnetism 
without being overly aware of his lips, his body, his strong 
large hands. And didn’t realize she sparkled with more ani- 
mation than she had shown in weeks. 

When Claire and Pignalle returned, carrying a net 
crammed with early-spring cherries, Kate was talking and 
laughing easily, convinced she’d conquered the demands of a 
rebellious body, not aware that tamped passions snapped be- 
tween them like frequent flashes of summer lightning. 

“You bought cherries?” Kate smiled at the net. “Exactly 
what we needed! We couldn’t have managed this household 
another hour without cherries!’ High color dotted her cheeks, 
and her eyes danced with nervous gaiety. To her bewilder- 
ment, Kate hadn’t felt so alive, so totally aware since arriving 
in France. ‘Colors leaped out at her, brighter, more vivid than 
ever before. And when she glanced out the windows, she saw 
golden sunshine and tiny green buds popping along the oak 
branches. But no gray. The gray had dissolved beneath the 
melting force of black eyes and a strong face and the man 
who filled the room. Filled her senses. 

Claire smiled. “Thank God that chore is taken care of! I 
couldn’t have gone off to dinner with a clear mind, knowing 
Pd overlooked the marketing!” 

Embracing her, Kate whispered against the coppery curls. 
“Thank you.” From the corner of her eye she watched Pig- 
nalle shake his head and toss the cherries into the cupboard. 

Smiling, Claire pulled away and shooed the men out the 
door. “Go downstairs and have a smoke. We'll call you when 
we're ready.” 

“Very well,” Pignalle replied gallantly. “But it’s difficult to 
conceive how such beauty could be improved upon.” 

Shutting the door with a firm click, Claire fisted hands on 
hips, looking Kate up and down. “This may take some doing. 
You can’t go out to a real dinner dressed like that.” 

But Kate wasn’t listening. She continued to stare at the 
closed door, wondering if she’d conjured Link Reynolds out 
. of secret longings. But no, the shaking in her fingers told her 
he was real. Link Reynolds was here in Paris, really here. She 
wet her lips and plucked at her skirt. “Is this a wise thing to 
fof" Troubled eyes swung to fasten on Claire’s lifted eye- 

TOW. 
“Wise? I don’t know.” Claire shrugged. “But I do know he 
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loves you, Kate. He always has.” She added softly, “And 
right now, you need to be loved.” 

“Claire, I think I...” 

“I know.” Green eyes melted into sympathy. “You always 
have. You just wouldn’t admit it.” 

Leaning against the scarred tabletop, Kate watched her 
fists whiten on the wood. “Oh, God, I’ve been a fool! A blind 
_ stupid idiot!” Claire touched her shoulder. “When I look at 
him, I feel weak. I feel...” 

“Kate...” 

“And I want to run to him and .. .” She closed her eyes 
with a groan. “But I can’t! I just can’t!” She pounded the ta- 
bletop in a gesture of futility, then looked at the older woman 
through brimming eyes, begging understanding. “The guilt 

. I couldn’t live with myself... but, Claire ... I want 
to, Oh, God, I want to!” She tilted her head, blinking. “But it 
wouldn’t’be right.” 

Claire sighed heavily. Life’s strange twists and tricks had 
long ago ceased to surprise her. Nothing was ever simple. 
“The heart always wants what it cannot have.” She shook her 
head. “Just take each moment as it comes. Don’t torture 
yourself. One minute at a time.” 

Dabbing her eyes with her cuff, Kate managed an unsteady 
smile. “Is this the same woman who mere hours ago advised 
me to look toward the future?” 

A wry expression tugged Claire’s lips. “I never claimed to 
be a philosopher. Don’t pay any attention to what I say.” 
Standing back, she studied Kate critically, eyeing the black 
two-piece gown with distaste. “Now. What on earth are we 
going to do with you? We can’t send you out for your first 
look at Paris nightlife dressed like a ragamuffin, a patched | 
black ragamuffin. You look awful.” 

“You say the nicest things—or is this one of the comments 
I’m supposed to ignore?” Kate tucked her handkerchief into a 
sleeve and let a true smile break past her lips. Claire was 
right, as usual. Kate would take each moment as it unfolded 
and wrest what enjoyment she could. Soon enough the prob- 
lems would have to be faced. But she had tonight to pre- 
tend—to bask in what might have been. 

“If we had more time, we could alter one of my gowns to 
fit. Six inches off the bottom, a few tucks in the waist... I 
think your waist is even smaller now than... before.” 

Kate met Claire’s eyes evenly, not visibly reacting to the 
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| cautious reference to her pregnancy. The healing had truly 


begun. 

“So. What shall we do?” 

But Kate knew. Walking purposefully past the curtains, she 
threw back the lid of her trunk and Tummaged far in the bot- 
tom until her fingers brushed a soft froth of blue tulle. She 
pulled it up and shook out the folds, letting a cloud of lace 
and ruffles puff to the floor. Now it was right to wear the 
gown. For him. 

“I'd forgotten!” Claire bent to push and pull at the layers 
of billowing enchantment as Kate held the gown against her 
body, looking down. “You have the blue shawl, and I know 
you brought at least one pair of white gloves ... and I have 
a perfect headpiece for this . . .” She glanced up at Kate 
with a mock frown. “Well? Stop daydreaming and bring in 
the washbasin. Gentlemen are waiting!” 

Kate laughed and unbuttoned her black jacket and skirt. 

As Claire called out the window for the men to join them, 
Kate stared into the mirror and knew she looked as beautiful 
as she had at any time in her life. The gown fit as if she’d 
worked with a seamstress for weeks. Tiny sleeves sat low on 
her shoulders, flowing into a creamy swell of breast tanta- 
lizingly hinted beneath exquisite Valenciennes laces. Blue 
Satin ribbon nipped her waist, and graceful drapes of material 
flared over her hips and dropped behind to a mass of puffed 
loops ending in a pleated ruffle circling the train. Small blue 
and white silk flowers defined her breast and repeated in 
charming clusters, artfully placed to hide the designer’s 
wizardry with tucks and drapes and pleats. 

And it was blue. Glorious, gay, nonblack blue! A lovely 
spring blue that washed the gray from her eyes and tinted 
them with the same color as the gown. 

Kate stared at herself for another moment,. pretending not 
to notice the bright pink excitement in her cheeks; then she 
lifted Claire’s headpiece, a simple arrangement comprising 
one blue-tinted plume and one white silk blossom above a 
delicate wisp of pale netting. She pinned it carefully atop a 
shining mass of black which she had dressed high and toward 
the crown, her glossy curls caught up to lie against the soft 
vulnerability of her neck. Stepping back, Kate watched her 
image smile, and she wished with all her heart that she never 
had to wear black again, 

Drawing a small breath, she stepped through the curtains, 
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and smiled shyly at Pignalle’s gasp of astonishment. “Kate! 
You look .. .” He threw up his hands, at a loss for words. 
Behind him, Link Reynolds rose from the table and stared 
at satiny breasts, a tiny waist. Speech wasn’t necessary; Kate 
read his approval in leaping black eyes. Eyes which traveled 
slowly over her face and figure, eyes that touched with an in- 
timacy to weaken her knees and quicken her heart. He ex- 


~ tended his arm and bowed. “Madame?” And Kate heard him 


_ 


mock the title, but lightly, a private regret, not a barb. 

Hesitantly Kate placed her white glove within the circle of 
his arm. Then she touched his dark sleeve, and her breath 
caught before rushing on. Beneath her fingers lay strength 
and warmth. And above her head she felt the intensity of his 
stare. For an instant he pressed her hand to his side, and 
Kate clenched her jaw to keep from stumbling. His aura of 
masculinity and power settled around her like a protective 
cloak, and for the first time in longer than she could remem- 
ber, Kate felt safe. . 

Yet threatened. Not only by Link Reynolds but by her own 
immediate reactions. The battle she’d mistakenly believed 
won had only begun. | 

A battle she sensed other women waged in his presence, if 
Violette d’Ache’s response could be judged as usual. Violette 
strode from her doorway as they crossed the courtyard, and 
she dropped her tin pail to the stones when she saw Kate. 
“My God!” She examined Kate as if seeing her for the first 
time; then she looked toward Reynolds’ smile, and Violette’s 
mismatched face went totally blank. 

Reynolds bowed. “Mademoiselle.” As Kate and Claire be- 
fore him, Reynolds didn’t hesitate over the correct form of 
address. He righted Violette’s pail and extended it toward 
her. 

Violette didn’t respond. If Adonis had appeared in her 
courtyard, she wouldn’t have been any more awestruck. She 
stared at Link Reynolds-as if memorizing him to warm the 
dreams of a lifetime. A timid hand stole to her neck, pulling 
muddy-colored hair over the ear that protruded. - 

Pignalle pushed open the gate and held it for Claire. 
Smiling, he bowed toward Violette. “Good evening, Mlle. 
d’Ache.” 

She didn’t look at him. “Good evening. M. Pignalle.” Vio- 


lette’s lips formed the answer automatically, employing the 


awkward new formality she and Pignalle had used with one 
another since the night they had wept in each other’s arms. 
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But her eyes remained riveted on Kate and Link. Gods and 
goddesses looked like this. Violette wanted to imprint the 
sight on her mind. How often did one such as Violette 
d’Ache witness the passing of the gods? 

Kate smiled and blew a kiss; then Link’s powerful hands 
circled her waist and swung her lightly into a caléche with 
facing seats and open top. Unfurling a frilled parasol lined in 
white satin which she had borrowed from Claire, Kate ar- 
ranged her skirt across the seat in a contrived effort to dis- 
courage Link from sitting too near. This done, she smiled at 
Claire and Pignalle, seated across from her. Her curls 
bounced against her neck as Link stepped into the carriage, 
Epics. then scooped aside her skirt and dropped next to 

er. 

“Where to, sir?” 

“It’s still early. If no one objects, we'll take the long route, 
sightsee a little, then have an aperitif at Colon’s, dinner on 
the boulevard, and—” 

“_and a raspberry ice at Tortoni’s,” -Claire finished. 
“Please? I’ve been telling Kate about the ices at Tortoni’s for 
a year.” Adjusting a wine-colored veil securely over her 
cheek, Claire leaned back against the seat cushions, smiling 
happily at everyone. This would be the Paris she’d known in 
years past, a Paris to anticipate with relish, the city of wide 
paved boulevards and tree-lined streets, stylish women and 
witty men. She smiled at Reynolds. And the finest of every- 
thing that money could buy. 

“Tortoni’s it is.” He laughed. Without the least self-con- 
sciousness, he lifted Kate’s glove from the seat and tucked it 
firmly around his arm. “This, I believe, is Parc Monceau. 
Will you tell these housebound creatures more, Pignalle?” 

Fashionable ivy-covered mansions rolled past on both sides, 
their wrought-iron balconies elegantly glossed by late-after- 
noon sun. Immaculate servants hurried along the walkways 
bordering brick or iron fences, and here and there a footman 
ran a spotless cloth over the polished fittings of a grand lady’s 
landau or a fine gentleman’s caléche. 

Little of what she saw registered on Kate’s mind, nor did 
she attempt to follow Pignalle’s description of the chic private 
salons conducted behind those heavy oiled doors. Her focus 
narrowed sharply to one hand. Touching one arm. Pressed to 
one warm, muscled body. . 

Embarrassment shone rosy pink behind the netting cover- 
ing her face. What on earth did Claire and Pignalle think of 
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this blatant display? She noticed they both pretended not to 
see. Had Claire explained the situation to Pignalle? But of 
course she had. Kate would have given much to know what 
Claire had said; she couldn’t have adequately explained this 
herself. But no matter how generous their understanding, the 
fact remained that she was a married woman riding in an 
open carriage, with her hand trembling around another man’s 
arm. And feeling tides of emotion grind against the shores of 
resistance, 

But she did not pull her hand away. Instead, Kate’s chin 
lifted in a small act of defiance, and she tried unsuccessfully 
to concentrate on Pignalle’s deep voice. Her hand burned on 
the end of her wrist. . 

Once beyond Parc Monceau, Reynolds directed the driver 
to join the parade of leisurely carriages and sleek passengers 
parading along the Bois. They drove through the impressive 
Arc de Triomphe, rode beneath the branches lining the 
Champs-Elysées, and then on to the Palais Royale. Link 
showed Kate a sophisticated polished Paris so unlike Mont- 
martre as to be like diamonds to paste. And he spoke easily 
of streets and shops and restaurants and landmarks as if he’d 
lived in Paris all of his life. 

Which shouldn’t have surprised Kate. Reynolds’ knowledge 
and cosmopolitan confidence belied his humble beginnings, 
forming as much a part of his makeup as the strong ex- 
pression or the black curls framing his face. Link Reynolds 
was the type of man whom a giant hand could deposit in any 
city in the world and within an hour he would be dining with 
the mayor, in command of the situation and his new surround- 
ings, completely comfortable. Sliding a look toward his chis- 
eled profile, Kate indulged a secret smile. He would probably 
leave the unfamiliar city owning half of it. 

As the sun’s rays blended to shades of violet, they climbed 
to the pavement before Colon’s, a thriving fashionable side- 
walk café, and took seats beneath a puffed striped awning, 
watching casual strollers pass in a continual fashion. display. 
Kate and Claire immensely enjoyed the mix of boulevard wits 
and elegant courtesans, leisurely couples and earnest business- 
men, matrons leading poodles on gilded leashes, and fine 
gentlemen taking the evening air. 

Link ordered watered Pernod for the ladies and something 
stronger for himself and Pignalle. 

To Kate’s quiet joy, Reynolds and Pignalle appeared to be 
forming a fast friendship, each recognizing similar qualities in 
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the other. Both men shared an unquestioning confidence and 
personal strength, each displayed wide interest in the world 
about them, though from differing viewpoints, and while Pig- 
nalle hadn’t Reynolds’ sharp business intuition nor the finan- 
cial acumen, he responded eagerly to Link’s genuine passion 
for the arts. Seeing them together brought a smile of hidden 
amusement to Kate’s lips. Pignalle could easily have walked 
beneath Link’s outstretched arm. 

“Did I hear you say the impressionists are conducting their 
own show again this year?” Link swirled a deep amber co- 
gnac in a snifter and rocked back in his chair. 

Pignalle nodded. “But this year the decision has been ac- 
companied by more contention than before. New rules. This 
year the group decided no one submitting to the Salon could 
exhibit with the .. . impressionists.” 

“You resist the term?” 

- “Pm not convinced we can all be lumped together under 
one label. Claude Monet started something with his sunset. 
He provided our detractors with an all-inclusive name.” 

“It seems to me that a private exhibition would be benefi- 
cial to everyone, public and painters alike.” 

“The idea is to force recognition from the art officials. To 
combat the rigid standards of the Salon. They’ve rejected 
nearly all works by anyone associated with the impressionistic 
movement. A few of us have crashed the barriers—Manet, 
Renoir, myself—but this is more a token gesture ‘than any 
real acceptance. And the public follows the official line; they 
respond to our work with ridicule.” Frowning, Pignalle 
moved his glass about the table. “In order to obtain any pub- 
lic exposure at all, several in the group support private ex- 
hibitions in competition with the Salon. In deciding this year’s 
rules for admittance, however, I’m afraid feelings were 
trampled, friendships strained.” 

“Not everyone agrees, then?” 

“Everyone agrees we're being discriminated against, oui, 
but how to combat the problem raises dissension. I personally 
don’t believe snubbing the Salon will advance our aims. I 
agree with Manet, it’s laudable to work toward group accept- 
ance, but lasting acclaim will come only through approved 
channels. The Salon. We'll make real progress only by contin- 
uing to batter at official doors.” 

Kate’s heart leaped with sudden hope; she knew Pignalle’s 
loyalties to his friends and to the movement. “Have you de- 
cided where you'll exhibit?” 
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She doubted many would pay to view the impressionists’ 
work, certainly not the throngs which would jam the Salon 
when it opened next month. And she’d been unaware the 
group of painters had decreed exhibitors must choose: the 
Salon or the impressionists, one or the other, but not both, as 
in years past. 

If only Pignalle would choose to remain with the group! 
|The Plum would not be viewed by so many, and there would 
be no possibility of a review; perhaps her reputation would be 
spared the ruin she feared. 

- Pignalle’s answer emerged painfully, slow on his lips. “Af- 
ter much thought, I’ve decided to risk all on the Salon. If the 
hanging committee rejects The Plum, it will be too late for an 
entry with the group. My work won’t be seen this year.” He 
studied the awning. “Manet takes the same risk. We’re both 
putting all or nothing on the Salon. An entire year’s work 
may go for nothing. ...” 

Claire sighed and covered Kate’s hand. She looked toward 
Pignalle, sympathy in her eyes. “Are the others upset with 
you?” 

“Oui.” The vitality seeped from his expression. “They ac- 
cuse Manet and me of betraying both friends and the cause. 
It’s been a... difficult decision.” | 

“And when will you know if the hanging committee ac- 
cepts The Plum?” Kate whispered. She wet her lips. 

“I deliver the painting to the committee tomorrow for 
judging. I should receive word before week’s end.” Though 
Pignalle answered casually enough, his emotion betrayed it- 
self in the quick way he drained his glass and placed it on the 
table. 

Link signaled a hovering waiter clad in ankle-length white 
apron. When fresh drinks arrived, he saluted Pignalle. “My 
friend, I believe you need encouragement.” Claire nodded. 
“Therefore, I suggest the three of us accompany you when 
you deliver your masterpiece. We'll spend the day distracting 
you from melancholy thoughts.” 

Kate stared. How could she bear to spend an entire day in 
this heightened state? She was acutely aware of him every 
second. But looking into Reynolds’ face, she read there would 
be no choice. Her nerves would have to withstand it. Then 
suddenly she realized she didn’t want it any other way; she 
would cling selfishly to every moment she was granted. Each 
hour, each cherished glance—she would treasure them like 
jewels. For as'‘long as he remained in Paris. And she’d endure 
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the ‘battle of emotion boiling beneath her heart. And she 
would store the memories for a lifetime. 

Link covered her hand, oblivious of the flowers of pink 
blooming across her cheeks. “We'll tour the Louvre and the 
Tuileries Gardens, then see the Imperial Palace.” His eyes 
stared into hers, allowing no dissent. “And the day after, we'll 
attend the races at Longchamps and in the evening perhaps 
the theater or the opera. The next day...” 

His words flowed above her head. She felt everyone stared 
at their clasped hands, the waiters, the adjoining tables, the 
people strolling past the sidewalk tables. She tried to pull her 
hand from beneath the warmth of his fingers. But he grinned 
and held her firmly. 

“Yes,” she whispered helplessly. 

Their eyes locked, and Kate prayed silently for the strength 
to resist what she read in those bottomless depths. 


ote 
20 


T ne INSTANT KATE STEPPED THROUGH the door of Pignalle’s 
studio, she wanted-to turn and run. Throughout most of the 
sleepless night—when she hadn’t been thinking about Link 
Reynolds—she’d attempted to convince herself she possessed 
the strength to face The Plum. Now, with memory washing 
her mind, she wasn’t certain. She fancied she could smell the 
holiday greenery which had spiced the air when last she’d 
been here. Traces of ghostly voices replayed scraps of that 
terrible night. 

Dimly aware, Kate sensed the others watching as she 
ground her teeth and forced her feet toward the easel. She 
heard Claire step forward, then halt as Reynolds reached a 
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restraining hand. Claire hesitated, then nodded, her eyes 
worrying as Kate bowed her head before the painting. 

This was the moment she dreaded. 

Kate drew an uneven breath and willed iron into her spine. 
She did not want to look up. At some point during the 
endless night she’d understood The Plum was her private 
mountain. To conquer or be conquered. Until she could 
squarely face her pregnancy and her loss, until she could test 
the tender emotions of this phase of her life—without the ra- 
zor edge of pain—until then, she could not pretend her mind 
was whole. Until then the healing was but a patchwork. 

Kate lifted a hand to her eyes. She had loved so hard, 
dreamed such dreams! The Plum represented her joy and her 
agony; how could she face it? Especially when she would 
have liked to destroy it. The painting was a tangible reminder 
of her loss. It was a fraud. A representation of something 
which would never be. 

In thick silence she heard the thunderous ticking of a 
clock. Deep within the building a monotonaus drip splattered 
regularly. Bright sunshine, dancing with dust motes, fell past 
the windows and cut a bar across her hem. And behind her 
she felt them watching. 

Pride. Damn, damn, damn! If she’d been alone, Kate 
would have gathered her black faille and fled. But knowing 
they waited and watched, she could not. Instead she drew a 
breath and prayed her stubborn pride would be enough to 
feed her courage. | 

Kate’s chin firmed and slowly lifted. She opened swimming 
eyes. 

The painting exploded against raw emotions, and Kate 
stumbled backward. She stared. If anything, the impact was 
greater than when first she’d seen the work, when Jackie still 
slept in the sheltering hollow beneath her heart. 

The young woman who was Kate, and yet all women, 
dominated the canvas in glowing luminous light. Joy and love 
and poignant mystery shone in her soft secret smile. Kate’s 
eyes widened, and both fists flew to her throat. The translu- 
cent brushwork shimmered with loveliness, forming a lump of 
yearning which strangled and burned. 

Unconsciously Kate’s shaking hands dropped, seeking the 
fullness of life and finding only emptiness. “God, God, what 
happened? My baby!” She didn’t know if she cried aloud or 
if the wind of pain roared only in her mind. 

The tender beauty of the portrait wounded like a shining 
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arrow. Kate’s vision blurred, the image danced beyond a 
damp curtain, then the tears spilled, flowing unchecked and 
scalding. 

Pignalle’s Plum reached inside and stirred emotions too 
sore to bear exploration. Sobbing, Kate rubbed her eyes and 
stared upward. The painting held her; she couldn't have 
looked aside if the next painful breath depended upon it. The 
Plum saturated eyes and heart. 

_ And deep within, something strained and splintered, then 
melted away. } 

Through the grief ravaging her spirit, a sudden expression 
of blazing joy burst forth to transfigure Kate’s wet face. 

The painting was life itself! She saw that now. A joyous 
celebration of an age-old cycle stretching into the caverns of 
time. 

Her Jackie was not dead! He could never die! He would 
live forever in the hearts of any who gazed upon this won- 
drous painting! Pignalle had raised her baby from the clay of 
mortality and set Jackie among the gods to live and inspire 
until man ceased to record in paint and hope. 

Turning blindly, Kate opened her arms. A radiant smile 
shone through the veil of tears. “Pig? Pig, where are you?” 

Pignalie crossed the room with a cry, crushing Kate 
roughly against his chest, stroking her hair, and murmuring 
incoherent words against her ear. They wept and laughed and 
clung to each other. 

Link and Claire discreetly turned to one another. The 
scene was too intensely private to bear intrusion. | 

Later, while the others sampled fresh warm brioche and 
drank coffee blended with hot foaming milk, Kate wandered 
back to The Plum. Immediately a lump lodged in her throat; 
she suspected she would never view it without feeling a stone 
jump into place. But when she cautiously probed her heart, 
the sharp pain of loss and bitterness had gone. Now she 
found only the sweet ache of what might have been—not the 
blackness of what was. 

She stared at the work and saw past her nakedness, moved 
beyond the luminous joy and ultimate pain of birth. And 
what she saw caused her coffeecup to pause in midair. Her 
full mouth dropped. 

The left edge of the painting was classic impressionism. 
One sensed the lady’s boudoir without actually defining spe- 
cific features. The right side, however, though also washed in 
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5 shadows, was explicit. At least the background figure was. 
The woman had been depicted in loving detail. 

Kate leaned forward, eyes suddenly sharp, and she stared 
hard at Claire’s profile. Contrary to Claire’s request, Pignalle 
had retained her face—yet it: was not Claire. Kate saw no 
trace of the scar, not so much as a hint. Pignalle had restored 
a ruined beauty. 

Puzzled, Kate swung her gaze from left to right. The de- 
parture from impressionism to background portraiture made 
no sense within a context of continuity. Plus the portrait was 
not accurate. What did fall into, place, however, was the 
strain between Claire and Pignalle. Claire would consider the 
figure a betrayal; she had specifically asked Pignalle to re- 
place her face with that of a model. Not that Kate believed 
for a moment that Claire would confront Pig. Claire would 
not; instead, her pride would nurse a private anger. 

Absently Kate sipped her coffee, her brows meeting in a 
curious frown. Why had Pignalle disregarded Claire’s re- 
quest? And why present.one technique on the left and a de- 
parture on the right? 

Kate examined the painting carefully, seeking an explana- 
tion. A scrap of conversation popped into her mind. What 
was it. Pignalle insisted? “To know a man, study his work.” 

And suddenly she knew. Her cup clattered against the sau- 
cer. The two sides were not opposing; each was indeed im- 
pressionistic. Pignalle had painted his impression of Claire. 
He’d painted her as he saw her, beautiful, softly glowing with 
inner loveliness. And without any disfigurement. 

Eyes widening, Kate stared as Claire touched her sleeve. 
“We worried for nothing. You were wonderful, Kate. I know 
what this—” 

“Claire! Pig... he painted you without the scar!” 

‘Claire’s hand jumped to her cheek; then she hastily low- 
ered her veil, but not before Kate saw the flash of anger in 
her eyes. “He made a fool of me.” Claire’s low voice shook. 
“After I’'d begged him not to.” 

“No, Claire...” 

Claire’s jaw knotted, and unforgiving eyes stared at a point 
above Kate’s head. “I can’t fool myself all the time. Even 
with the veil, people see it. Al those people the night of the 
unveiling . . . they saw the scar. Don’t you think I know 
that? The veil is effective only at a distance, no matter how 
Pd like to believe otherwise. Seeing that’—she jerked her 
head toward the painting, and her breast rose and fell—“only 
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called attention to what Pig omitted. My shame. I never show 
my face if I can avoid it. He knows that. He humiliated me!” 

“Claire—’’ 

“He patronized me!” Claire hissed. “He thought by 
painting out the disfigurement I wouldn’t mind being the 
background figure. Well, I do mind! I looked like a fool hid- 
ing behind this veil. When the painting was undraped, every- 
one wanted to see; I could feel it! And every time I look at 
that canvas, I’m reminded of how things used to be and how 
I have to hide now. Because of this damned hideous scar!” 

Kate covered Claire’s shoulders and spun her to face the 
painting. “Look at it. Claire, I beg you, look at the left side, 
then the right. What do you see?” Claire understood art tech- 
nique better than Kate; surely she would recognize what Kate 
now saw so clearly. 

But she did not. “I see a broken promise! I trusted him! He 
knows how hard it is for me to endure the stares!” A 
tightness cramped Claire’s normally calm tone. 

“Claire . . . Pig didn’t break a promise! He never made 
one! He didn’t understand what you asked, because he 
doesn’t see the scar! Are you listening? When he looks at you, 
he sees your beauty. He doesn’t see what you think.” 

“That is impossible!” 

“No! No, it isn’t.”""Kate examined Claire’s stiff face, 
despairing at the flat tone, not certain how far to proceed. 
She drew a breath. “Claire. Listen to me! Pignalle loves you! 
It’s in the painting, if you'll only let yourself see it! He loves 
you!” 

Claire stared, her body going rigid. “I never expected cru- 
elty from you, Kate. Need I remind you of my past?” Her 
hands shook, and she clasped them tightly. “And nobody 
could love someone who looks like this.” Angry, she jerked 
aside the veil and thrust the purple wound toward the light. 
“Look at it, Kate, look hard! Are you telling me Pignalle 
doesn’t even see that?” Her voice broke on a bitter laugh. 
“You've made a painful joke at my expense, and you’ve 
badly insulted a great man!” Without another word, she 
presented her back and strode angrily to the corner of the 
studio where Link and Pignalle drove the final nails into a 
large crate. 

“Claire!” Terribly upset, Kate stumbled forward, then 
halted .and covered her eyes. She had made an enormous 
blunder. Distraught, she spun and examined the painting 
quickly before Link and Pignalle lifted it from the easel and 
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lowered it carefully into the crate. No, Kate told herself, star- 
ing, she was not mistaken. Pignalle had revealed his inner- 
most feelings as clearly as if he’d shouted them from the 
rooftops. As the painting disappeared into the crate, a nibble 
of doubt teased Kate’s mind. If she was correct, then why 
didn’t Claire recognize the truth? 

The carriage ride to the Salon was awkward, to say the 
least. Pignalle slumped in one corner, biting a thumbnail, his 
dark eyes brooding toward the crate lashed behind. Claire 
shrank as far from him as possible, staring in tight-lipped 


silence as she tapped: the point of her parasol against the floor 


in short angry stutters. Even the tinted plumes on her hat 
quivered with indignation. Wringing her hands, Kate wished 
she could recall her words. Having angered Claire disturbed 
her terribly. 

Arching a black brow, Link tucked Kate’s hand firmly 
around his arm. “Am I missing something here?” He exam- 
ined set faces. “I understand Pignalle’s distraction, but am I 
mistaken or weren’t you ladies laughing and talking a few 
minutes ago? Has something happened?” 

Grateful for the. solid support beneath her glove, Kate 
sighed and stared at the black lace fan in her ia. She cast a 
quick glance toward Claire’s stony profile. “I .. . I spoke out 
of turn and wounded the best friend I’ve ever had: ‘I voiced 
an opinion better kept to myself.” 

Link laughed. “Is that all?” He Sinead at Claire. “What- 


- ever Irish said, I suggest you forgive her. The poor girl can’t 


help an evil tongue, it’s in the Callahan heritage. She was 
cursed at birth.” Black eyes twinkling, he launched into a 
preposterous history of the Callahan line, inventing thieving 
Gypsies and dastardly blackguards and shrewish fishwives 
and near-idiots, at the end of which Kate was wiping tears of 
helpless laughter and Claire had visibly thawed. Even Pig- 
nalle managed a grin, temporarily diverted from attempting 
to second-guess the whims of the hanging committee. 

“So you see, Claire, if this small demented person said any- 
thing to offend, we simply have to overlook it. It’s in her 
blood, poor thing. If I'd kept a list of the insults her nasty 
temper has showered on me...” He shook his head in 
mock resignation. Sunlight played through the black curls 
beneath a jauntily tilted straw hat. 

A charming glow of color warmed Kate’s cheeks. She 
struck his fingers with the edge of her fan. Then her face so- 
bered, and she looked shyly at Claire. “I’m truly sorry if I 
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hurt you. Please believe I didn’t intend to.” She bit her lip. “I 
just wish you’d think about what...” 

Link patted her hand and shook his head. “Leave well 
enough alone, Irish.” He grinned and rolled his eyes. 

Sighing, Claire reached and touched Kate’s knee. “Apology 
accepted. I’m sorry I overreacted. I don’t know what’s been 
wrong lately.” Her green eyes ‘touched Pignalle, then slid 
away. “I haven’t been myself... onedge...” 

Absently Pignalle nodded agreement, and Claire’s brow 
shot toward her hat. She pressed her lips in a thin line. Had 
she been as intuitive as usual, she would have realized Pig- 
nalle experienced difficulty following the simplest conversa- 
tion, especially once the caléche rolled past the building 
housing the impressionist exhibit. Renoir and Pissarro stood 
talking before the door, a stack of canvases near their feet. If 
they noticed Pignalle, they gave no indication. 

And if their lack of recognition wounded, Pignalle was too 
much the gentleman to inflict his personal hurts upon his 
friends. He bounded to the walk before the Salon and 
wrestled ineffectually with the crate, his face hidden. 

A crowd of onlookers, some fortified with wine and lunch 
baskets, shouted and laughed. “Such a large painting for so 
small a painter!” “Come on, M. P, show us this year’s effort, 
we need a laugh!” “But wait until I find my spectactes.” 
Laughter erupted, loud and derisive. “Glasses won’t help. Im- 
pressionist daubs are supposed to look fuzzy!” ) 

The hecklers maintained a steady barrage of taunts until 
Link and Pignalle carried the crate past ornate doors and an- 
other carriage disgorged a fresh target. This painter, a thin 
young man with a proud expression, obliged the crowds by 
holding aloft a standard nude arranged in an uninspired pose. 
The technique was muddy, dark, and infinitely bland. Angels 
flapped near the upper frame, and winged cupids frolicked 
prettily at the nude’s feet. Even Kate could recognize the 
work didn’t merit the crowd’s enthusiastic response. “Oooh 
la-la!” “Give us the name of your model, monsieur!”? “A 
prizewinner for certain!” The young man flushed his pleasure 
and, ablaze with hope, carried his entry through the doors. 

“Well,” Link said, dusting his hands. “Now we wait.” He 
nodded to the driver and settled against the cushions, again 
claiming Kate’s hand and wrapping it securely about his arm. 
He smiled into her upturned face. 

“We wait,” Pignalle agreed gloomily. 

Claire placed her glove upon his arm, a quick touch, then 


288 


gone. “Don’t worry. The Plum is a masterpiece; they can’t 
fail to recognize your genius. The committee will accept it 
within the week. And Ill wager no other entry receives the 
acclaim your canvas will!” 

Pignalle cast her a grateful look. 

“T doubt this is the ideal time to visit the Louvre,” Link 
commented. Pignalle groaned agreement. “Our friend here 
will take one look at a.Delacroix or a Titian and demand his 
cee returned for repair. Which it definitely does not 
need.” 

-Pignalle nodded heavily and dropped his head into his 
hands. “I don’t even want to think about art for the next 
week!” 

“Good. We'll all help.” Reynolds’ cane tapped the driver’s 
shoulder, and he called out directions. “We'll go for a sail. A 
man can’t manage oars and a woman and a small boat and 
dare to think of anything but balance.” He grinned, 

Immediately everyone brightened. “A sail! I haven’t been 
on the water in years,” Kate enthused. 

“Are we dressed for it?” Claire looked down at a yellow- 
and-blue silk walking gown trimmed in navy fringe. Well- 
dressed women required extensive. wardrobes; each activity 
demanded the correct costume. Kate examined her own dark 
faille in quick dismay. 

Link laughed. “Unless you plan to dive over the side, I 
think you'll do nicely. You both look beautifull” 

Kate and Claire exchanged doubtful glances before allow- 
ing themselves to be convinced. At least until they arrived at 
a dock jutting from the grassy banks of the Seine, where row- 
boats and small sailing craft could be rented by the hour. 
Gentlemen in straw hats rowed girls wearing bright gowns. 
Some carried picnic: baskets, others waved bouquets of fresh 
violets or sprays of lilacs. An artist scowling beneath a 
shabby beret worked on the mossy bank; pretty young girls 
and. tall laughing men appeared on his canvas, and behind 
them, sunlit water and drifting yellow sails. Lively concertina 
music floated from the open doors of a nearby bistro. 

Kate clapped her hands. “It’s lovely!” She’d had no idea 
such an idyllic escape lay within the heart of Paris. Leveling 
a frown toward Link, she attempted a pout and failed. “But 
we're dressed all wrong! Our trains are too long, we have the 
wrong gloves and wrong shoes . . . we’re far too formal!” 

Steady eyes swept the black silk molding her breast, and 
Kate flushed bright pink. “Do you really care, Irish?” 
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Such details had always been important in Kate’s life; but 
not now. Right now she cared for nothing but the golden af- 
ternoon opening before them. Her wide blue eyes sparkled, 
and she tossed her head. “Not if you don’t.” 

Reynolds laughed. “Irish, the only time I notice a woman’s 
clothing is by its absence.” 

_ Kate blushed and turned toward the riverbank. Just as she 
began to relax with him, something sharpened her awareness, 
heightened the ever-present tension sizzling between them. A 
tide of weakness threatened her knees. The sight of broad 
shoulders and strong hands turned her limbs to rubber. And 
when her glance brushed firm lips or his laughing black eyes, 
@ tension knotted her stomach. 

His hands circled her waist and swung her into a small 
white boat. Kate cried out, laughing, and clutched the sides, 
nearly sending her fan and parasol overboard. Nearby, Pig- 
nalle solemnly helped Claire into a second boat: then both 
men stepped into the skiffs. 

Link placed his hat and jacket on the plank between Kate 
and himself, and he loosened his tie. A gentle breeze tossed 
dark curls about his face. Grinning, he shouted across to Pig- 
nalle. “Want to race?” : 

Looking like nothing so much as a small potentate, Pig- 
nalle lifted a languid hand and smiled. “Speak to the rowing 
master, my good man. Such mundane amusements are no 
concern of mine.” 

“What?” Claire’s brow lifted. 

“Row on, Cleopatra, Mark Antony desires to inspect the 
troops on the far shore.” Pignalle reclined, one hand shading 
twinkling eyes, the other trailing in the water. 

Kate laughed as Claire jabbed his ribs with the tip of her 
parasol. “Wake up, Mark Antony! This barge doesn’t move a 
stroke unless your muscles supply the power.” 

Pignalle looked at her from beneath his hand and heaved 
an indignant sigh. “Have you no respect for size, woman?” 

“None.” Claire laughed, settling herself in the far end of 
the boat and adjusting her parasol. . 

Smiling, Link bent to the oars, and suddenly Kate found 
herself shooting forward, joining the boats and puffing sails 
dotting the river. With one hand she held to her hat; the 
other clung to the rail until her body adjusted to the stroking 
rhythm; then she relaxed and snapped open her black 
parasol. Briefly her eyes touched a bulge of hard muscle rip- 
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pling along Link’s upper arms and thighs. She quickly looked 
toward the shore, but not before she saw his grin. 

Pignalle had managed to lose an oar, which the dockman 
patiently fished from the water with a long hook. Claire was 
collapsed in helpless laughter, earning a heavy scowl from 
Mark Antony. 

“This was a wonderful idea,” Kate said when Reynolds 
shipped oars and leaned back, lighting a thin cigar and allow- 
ing the boat to drift with the current. He watched her until 
she grew hot and uncomfortable beneath his steady gaze. 
“Don’t do that.” 

He smiled. “Why not? You're the best part of the scenery. 
And I assure you, Irish, you couldn’t be safer. There are at 
least fifty people within shouting distance.” His smile widened 
into a grin, and he drew on the cigar. “And I’m not skilled 
enough to ravish a beauty in a rowboat, although I’m fiat- 
tered you seem to think differently.” | 

Kate looked toward the shore, irritated by the pink bloom- 
ing in her cheeks. The sun shone spring-warm and golden, 
sparkling across the water. The air contained a timeless sunlit 
quality unique to Paris. 

Reynolds’ tone sobered, and Kate glanced at the sunny re- 
flections along his rugged face. “I’m not going to push you.” 

But he’d tease her, she thought, drive her to feelings of 
nervous urgency. Or perhaps he wasn’t aware of the crisp 
dark hair curling from his open collar. Or the playful charm 
of sun and breeze stirring dark curls. Or how his lean body 
drew her with sinewy promise. 

“I'm willing to wait until you’re ready. Someday ... 
someday, Irish, you'll know what you want.” 

Kate lowered her head, dropping a hand into the lapping 
water. Deciding not to dwell on the hopelessness of emotions 
that could lead nowhere, she relaxed to the sound of gentle 
waves, the faint music from the bistro. Happy voices shouted 
across the water. She inhaled the rich aromatic scent of cigar 
smoke adrift in the golden air and wished they could remain 
here forever. 

“What was that business with you and Claire?” 

Kate didn’t want to compound her error by sharing it; it 
wouldn’t be fair to embarrass Claire further. Besides, with the 
passing hours, Kate was no longer certain she hadn’t allowed 
her imagination to run wild. “Nothing, really. I thought I saw 
something in The Plum which I hadn’t noticed before.” 
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Reynolds watched her, exhaling a thin stream of blue 
smoke. “The background figure?” | 

Kate’s mouth dropped. He never failed to surprise her; he 
missed nothing. “How on earth did you guess?” 

“The painter is revealed in his work.” 

. “That’s what Pig always says!” 

“However, in this case the people involved refuse to admit 
it. Neither is capable of seeing past his own insecurities.” 

“That’s it exactly! I tried to tell Claire what Pig was saying 
in the painting, but she wouldn’t see it.” Kate stared, amazed 
by his sensitivity. He’d recognized immediately what she 
hadn’t grasped until today. 

Reynolds shrugged. “Claire believes no one could possibly 
love a scarred face. Pignalle believes every woman looks at 
him and sees a child instead of a man. Each one hides behind 
a blind spot.” 

- Kate leaned forward. “We should tell them—” 

“We should stay out of it, Irish. You recall how well speak- 
ing to Claire worked out?” 

“Yes, but if Pig knew—” 

“Tf Pignalle knew, he’d respond exactly as Claire did. 
Which I can-guess. She considered your suggestion insulted 
them both .. . didn’t she? Especially Pignalle?”’ 

Kate nodded, thinking he must have overheard, even as she 
knew this was impossible. 

“They'll have to discover their feelings themselves, Kate. 
Otherwise, it means nothing. The best you can do is give a 
little nudge, and you’ve done that.” 

“What if they can’t step beyond the blind spots?” 

He shrugged. 

P Kate swallowed. “How is it that I didn’t realize this be- 
ore?” 

Reynolds smiled. “I can’t answer that. But I think you 
must have kept your eyes closed, not to see how they’re suf- 
fering. Both of them are so worried about offending the 
other. I never saw two people working so hard to keep a 
friendship from becoming anything else.” An ironic smile 
curved the dark mustache. “And here I am trying to lift a 
friendship into. . .” 

“T’ve been blind.” 

He didn’t comment, but his smile widened. 

And black eyes spoke to Kate of growing up, of unforgot- 
ten heat and whispered night words. Tension boiled in Kate’s 
stomach, and she swallowed hard. Then she leaned and im- 
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pulsively flipped a handful of water at him. He shouted and 
jerked upward, rocking the boat, and Kate cried out, laugh- 
ing, and grabbed for the sides. 

When they returned the boat and joined Pignalle and 
Claire in the carriage, both were weak from laughter and 
shaking water from drenched clothing. 

Occasionally life smiles a golden benevolence, spreading 
the earth with perfect days, warm and spring-bright, struc- 
tured especially for laughter and happiness. Such were the 
next days for Kate. It seemed even the sunlight fell soft and 
lovely .on upturned faces as they indulged in leisurely pursuits 
as if none harbored a care in the world. 

They toured Paris in all its ageless splendor; dined lavishly 
on fowl from Bourgen-Bresse, hams from Luxeuil, and fresh 
fruit from Gironde. They laughed through the Comédie 
Frangaise and nodded solemnly through the opera. 

Kate loved the opera. She wore the blue tulle, turning 
heads as she took her seat beside Reynolds, who was arro- 
gantly handsome in an opera cloak lined with red satin. And 
as attentive as a woman’s heart could wish. He refused to de- 
part during intermission, insisting on remaining in their box 
to tempt Claire and Kate with Boissier bonbons served by a 
pair of silver tongs so as not to soil their long white gloves. 

The following evening they saw La Dame aux Cameélias at 
the theater, and Kate and Clairé wept through their own lace 
handkerchiefs, then borrowed those of their escorts. 

They attended, as Reynolds’ guests, a private reception held 
in a glittering mansion crowded with the aging aristocracy of 
France, royalists all. 

And they rode the imperiales—omnibuses with open upper 
decks; they rode them to nowhere, then rode them back 
again. One fine afternoon they hired velocipedes and pedaled 
along. the Bois, laughing as Pignalle wobbled precariously, 
threatening to run down women leading dogs and little chil- 
dren, who paid no heed to his shouted whoops. 

They picnicked in the Tuileries Gardens, gaped at the ce- 
lebrities in Tortoni’s, sampled the various wine shops, and 
vied to see who could eat the most succulent oysters sprayed 
with lemon-and-pepper sauce. They toured the Louvre, stand- 
ing awestruck before Raphael and Rubens, Poussin and Rem- 
brandt—and laughingly restrained Pignalle from dramatic 
threats of suicide. 

They drove to Versailles, outside Paris, and they passed. an 


293 


afternoon at Longchamps, squandering Reynolds’ money on 
horses that they complained were running in place. 

“It wasn’t a total loss,” Reynolds consoled Kate when they 
tumbled into the carriage, exhausted and disappointed. “I 
won you a prize, after all.” 

That he had—a silly rag doll with a painted lop-sided 
smile. “Which isn’t worth a fraction of what we lost,” Kate 
responded, cradling the doll in the crook of her arm. Some- 
thing in the doll’s sad, wise expression tugged her heart. 

“I was so positive Plum Pudding would come in,” Claire 
muttered, staring at her marked form in disgust. She let it 
flutter to the carriage floor. “J thought a horse with ‘plum’ in 
his name had to be a winner!” 

“And I learned an important lesson,” Pignalle added, ig- 
noring the plum reference. “Which is, never to enter a shoot- 
ing contest with an American.” Reynolds had won the doll, 
first prize, in a trapshoot between races. 

“IT guess not.” Claire smiled. “I noticed you didn’t win me 
a prize. 

“Madame,” Pignalle sniffed, “I draw masterpieces; I don’t 
draw down on little clay pigeons!” 

“Sour grapes!” they chorused, and Pignalle grinned. 

The days flew in a blur of mellow wonder, seasoned with a 
special sweetness because they could not last. Each day 
brought nearer the inevitable ending. And each night as Reyn~ 
olds leaned to open her door, his face and lips passing 
within inches of her own, Kate’s heart jumped. She felt the 
ache of impending heartbreak. She longed for the magic to 
go on and on tn perfect days. And it could not. 

Neil would return by the end of the week. Reynolds had 
casually mentioned an approaching sailing date. The ugliness 
of Kate’s problems edged above a sea of happiness. Soon, 
very. soon, she would have to face the future, a bleakness she 
couldn’t bear to contemplate. Not now. Her glossy head 
bowed at the bittersweet pain of discovering her heart, only 
to have it denied her. 

But, she told herself firmly, now was neither the time nor 
the place to torment herself. Not on the night of Pignalle’s 
triumph. 

The Salon had accepted The Plum for exhibit. 

Pignalle had gambled and won. The Plum would be seen 
by thousands; he believed his reputation as a painter would fi- 
nally be secured: They’d spoken of little else all day, sharing 
his happiness and excitement. 
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And Kate-grimly determined not to spoil Pignalle’s elation 
by dwelling on her own apprehensions. Besides, she might be 
wrong: it was possible her reputation would emerge un- 
scathed. Kate didn’t believe this for a single moment. 

Blanking that portion of her thoughts, Kate toasted Pig- 
nalle’s victory throughout dinner, and again when they seated 
themselves around a small candlelit table beneath starry 
spring skies. Though the day had been warm, Kate was glad 
to have her shawl. She wouldn’t be surprised if the weather 
turned chill once more before spring established its su- 


\premacy. 


Seeing her shiver, Reynolds reached past a platter of cream 
puffs, madeleines, and marrons glacés to cover her hand. 
“Warm enough? Why the serious expression?” 

Avoiding an answer, Kate looked away from his eyes, fo- 
cusing on waltzing couples whirling in wide circles about the 
open-air ballroom. Winking gaslights cast romantic shadows 
across the scattered tables and created pockets of fleeting pri- 
vacy upon the raised dance floor. She pasted a flirtatious 
smile across her lips and cast about for a suitable lie. “I was 
thinking I'd like another dance.” Only a half-lie; she both 
dreaded and craved the warmth of his hand on her waist. 

Link grinned. “You're a terrible waltzer, Irish, my feet are 
black and blue!” 

She frowned and slapped his hand with her fan. “I am a 
beautiful waltzer!” 

“You are beautiful,” he answered softly. He refilled her 
glass with bubbles of champagne. 

Kate smiled. “Tl wager you haven’t looked closely, mon- 
sieur. I have circles beneath my eyes from all the late nights, 
and I’m afraid my gown is drooping from frequent use.” 
Fondly she touched the layers of blue tulle and lace, secretly 
relieved Reynolds didn’t accept another dance so soon on the 
heels of the last. The heat of his hand, the nearness of his 
body, stopped her breath, increased a feeling of hopelessness. 

“The two of you put the other dancers to shame,” Pignalle 
complimented, reaching for a cream puff. 

_“T don’t know how you could see us, there are so many 
people on the floor.” Link studied Pignalle above the candle 
flickering in the center of the table. “How about you, my 
as he suggested evenly. “I’ve. noticed Claire tapping her 
oot...” 

Both Claire and Pignalle froze, and Kate’s breath caught in 
her throat. She stared at Reynolds as if he’d lost his senses. 
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Pignalle couldn’t possibly dance with Claire—they’d look like 
fools. The top of his head barely reached Claire’s chin. 

Slowly Pignalle replaced the cream puff and wiped his fin- 
gers. A flush of dark color spread upward from his white cra- 
vat. He studied his hands, embarrassed by the awkward 
position he’d been placed in. But Hercule Pignalle prided 
himself on gentlemanly conduct; he considered his gallantry 
legendary. Sliding stiffly from his chair, he bowed apolo- 
getically before Claire. Everything in his rigid carriage sug- 
gested he would be vastly relieved when she refused and this 
humiliation could be forgotten. “Madame, would you grant 
me the honor of a waltz?” 

He had straightened and turned toward his chair before 
Claire’s quiet answer registered. 

“Monsieur ... I would be delighted.” 

Pignalle’s head snapped and his mouth opened as heavy 
brows shot-upward. And closed in an uncomfortable frown, 
The flush of unease deepened i in his face. “Are you very cer- 
tain?” he asked in a low voice. 

Seated, Claire had to tilt her head to meet his eyes. They 
Stared at each other. “I’m very certain, Hercule.” A steady, 
unreadable look passed between them. 

Then, incredibly, Claire’s hand lifted, and slowly, deliber- 
ately, she raised the veil away from her face and attached it 
to a tiny wisp of silk flowers buried in her hair. She looked at 
him, a nervous twitch jarring the slash of purple. 

Pignalle stared. 

Kate’s hands flew to her lips, smothering a gasp. This could 
not be happening. The veil . . . the dance. Sudden tears 
‘sparkled like candlelit diamonds as she watched Pignalle lead 
Claire to the floor, - 

“Please, God ... oh, please, God, don’t let anyone 
laugh!” 

A large warm hand covered hers, and Kate clasped it 
tightly, her eyes and heart yearning toward Claire and Pig- 
nalle. 

At the edge of the floor, Pignalle bowed, then extended his 
arm. Claire stepped forward, tall, dignified, her face flushed 
and regal. Shadows smoothed, then heightened the ridge 
throbbing across her exposed cheek. Pignalle’s small hand 
closed on her waist, and he ue her into the whirl of floating 
gowns and flying tails. 

They hadn’t.looked from each other’s eyes since they rose 
from the table. 
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“Please,” Kate whispered desperately, “please!” Her fist 
balled her skirt as first one couple noticed, then another. 
Faces stared, steps slowed. A slick of moisture dampened 
Kate’s palms, and her fan slipped unnoticed below the table. 
Unconsciously she strained forward, the blue shawl dropping 
from her shoulders. “Don’t let anyone laugh!” 

A couple faltered to a halt, staring openly. Then another. 
A half-circle formed, enclosing Pignalle and Claire. 
Watching, whispering behind fans and gloves. 

But no one laughed. They stood in pairs, gradually falling 
silent, watching the solemn dignity of the small man and the 
erect Carriage of the tall scarred woman. 

Claire Grant and Hercule Pignalle moved together as if 
they were alone. They danced with an odd grace and proud 
solemnity, circling within the ring of onlookers. Neither 
glanced toward the crowd. They stared deeply into each 
other’s eyes and waltzed in a shadowed pool of night and 
music which seemed to have created this moment solely for 
them. 

When the last sweet strains faded into darkness, Pignalle 
bowed low and offered his arm. A spontaneous burst of ap- 
plause greeted them, and both glanced up with expressions of 
startled surprise. They hurried to the table. 

Pignalle seated Claire carefully, then himself, but his dark 
eyes had turned to liquid; he was unable to look away from 
her. “I... Claire, I...” 

“Hercule, there is something . . .” Claire’s voice trailed, 
and she shook her head, -fingers fluttering in a helpless ges- 
ture. 

Pignalle coughed and sputtered, then threw a pleading look 
toward Reynolds. “For God’s sake, man, help me! Something 
pee is happening here, and I don’t know what to do 
next!” 

Reynolds laughed and squeezed Kate’s hand. “This is the 
moment when you take her in your arms and kiss her.” 

Aghast, Pignalle stared. “Me?” Then his eyes returned like 
magnets to Claire’s soft face, and a look of total astonish- 
ment widened his eyes. “Claire?” Then joy. A blazing joy too 
magnificent to bear observation. “My God! Claire!” 

“Hercule... ?” 

He sprang from his chair and stood before her, gazing 
down into her face with eyes that loved, eyes that cherished. 
Trembling small hands rose to cup Claire’s shining face, and 
then he bent, kissing her softly, tenderly, almost afraid. And 
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Claire covered his hands, pressing them to her cheeks, to the 


scar, and tears of happiness flowed across their clasped fin- 
ers. 

: “My God,” Pignalle breathed again and again, staring into 

her shimmering eyes. “Claire, am I dreaming? I must be 

dreaming!” — 

“No.” Claire laughed and wept in the same instant. “If so, 
then we’re both dreaming.” 

“But ... I’m short! People will laugh at us!” 

“They'll stare at my scar.” 

“My dearest, I don’t know if you've noticed, but I’m told I 
have an impossible ego.” 

Claire strangled on tears and laughter. “Kate tells me I 
snore.” 

“P’m not worth a damn until I’ve had two cups of coffee 
and a basket of morning rolls.” . 

“I hide money in my stockings.” 

“And when I’m painting, I won’t be able to give you all 
the attention you deserve.” 

“And when I’m cooking, I don’t want you sneaking in for 
a taste.” 

“Claire, my God! I...” 

“Hercule Pignalle, I love you.” 

“My God!” Pignalle slapped his forehead and stared blind- 
ly toward Kate and Link, not noticing the tears running past 
Kate’s radiant smile. “Did you hear? This wonderful, beauti- 
ful creature Joves me! Me!” Both hands flew outward, and his 
chest expanded to strain his waistcoat. His gray head fell 
backward, and he shouted to the night sky. “She loves me! 
And I love her! God in heaven ...I adore this woman!” 

A cheering chorus of applause rang from adjoining tables, 
and Pignalle quickly sat down, his face red with embarrassed 
joy. He caught Claire’s hand and pressed it. to his heart, lean- 
ing toward her. And suddenly, wonderfully, the air vibrated 
softly with lovers’ whispers. “When did you first... 7?” “T 
was so afraid to tell you...” | 

Lowering her head, Kate covered her eyes with the square 
of linen Link pressed into her hand. “I’m so happy for them,” 
she wept. 

Reynolds was strangely unresponsive, watching her. “Irish, 
you and I... we need to talk. We’ve put it off long 
enough.” 

Kate’s heart sank. She’d dreaded this moment even as she 
had known it must come. They couldn’t continue pretending 
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forever. Words had to be spoken, positions stated. A spasm of 
pain tightened her face and plunged through her body. She 
couldn’t give the answers he wanted, couldn’t speak the 
words she longed to say. 

Because she was married. Until death do us part. 

“Not now, Link. Please, not now.” Watching Claire and 
Pignalle’s shining happiness, Kate could not bear to confront 
her own lack of hope. “Later.” 

Black eyes smoldered, deep and probing, sweeping the 
breath from her swelling breast. “Tomorrow, Kate.” 

“Yes,” she whispered. “Maybe tomorrow.” 

“Tomorrow.” 

Sitting beside him in the carriage, Kate listened to the mur- 
murs from across the seat and tried to imagine how it would 
feel to let herself go and lift her face to the man at her side. 
She felt his solid warmth with a tingling acuteness. And she 
would rather have torn out her tongue than speak the wor 
she must. Tomorrow. She blinked into the darkness, thinking 
of fate’s indifference. There were things even Link Reynolds 
could not put right. 

When the carriage rocked to a halt before the sagging gate, 
Kate leaned against Reynolds’ shoulder for the briefest mo- 
ment, biting back a small moan of despair. The perfect days 
had ended. But too soon, Lord, too soon. 

Her head snapped to the side as screams of rage shattered 
the quiet darkness. 

“Out! Get out of that carriage, you rotten bitch!” 

Neil had returned, 
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““T +rusTED You! I BELIEVED in you! And you're as rotten 
and putrid as everything else!” Neil sprang from the shadows 
like a nightmare, veins popping, eyes bulging. 

Before anyone could recover from the shock, his clawing 
fingers yanked Kate from the carriage seat and he hurled her 
brutally to the ground as if she weighed no more than a rag 
doll. A rain of fury and spittle sprayed across her face. 

Neil’s heavy boot shot forward, sinking into tender flesh, 
Then again. 

Excruciating pain exploded along Kate’s rib cage, and she 
screamed then, her mind fragmented into red circles, reject- 
ing what was happening. 

Gasping, she threw out a hand. “Neil. no!” But she had 
forfeited any power of immunity. For the space of a heart- 
beat their eyes met and held. And Kate recoiled with a cry of 
terror. He meant to kill her. His hope, his lifeline to sanity, 
had betrayed him. 

Neil’s lips curled above glistening teeth, and his boot lifted 
to stamp and crush. And instinctively Kate curled into a ball, 
her cheek scraping the ground. She waited. 

For a vicious blow which did not fall. Instead a low snarl 
sounded from the carriage; then Neil’s body slammed hard 
against the stucco wall flanking the gate. A large hand closed 
around his throat. 

Kate quivered in the ball until she heard running feet and 
Claire helped her up, supporting Kate’s bent body within the 
circle of her arm. 

Panting, Kate wrapped her arms about bruised ribs. Each 
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breath stung like acid. She brushed off the dirt clinging to her 
cheek and bit back a groan. In the confusion of pain and 
shock, she heard the ugly crack of flesh against flesh, steady 
and methodical. 

Overhead, the night had turned chill and damp; heavy 
clouds moved from the east. The perfect days had gone for- 
ever. 

“If you touch that woman again .«» Fil kill you. Youll 
regret the day you were born!” 

Neil’s head snapped back and forth beneath punishing 
blows he did not feel. Fury insulated flesh. Growling and hiss- 
ing, he hawked a glob of spittle toward Reynolds’ furious 
face; it flew in a glistening arc. “She’s my property!” he 


screamed. “I’li do any goddamned thing I want to do to the 


filthy slut!” Madness brimmed from hollow eyes, yellow in 
the dimming moonlight. His face congealed into a mask of 
hatred and betrayal. 

Reynolds paused, spittle dripping from his lapel, his body 
coiled and tense. He stared at the man against the wall. Nei- 
ther force nor reason: would pierce that armor of insanity. 
Stepping backward, Reynolds lowered his fists, his powerful 
body taut and strained. “Kate. Get in the carriage.” 

Shrill laughter howled into shadow. “She’s married, you 
cuckolding son of a bitch! If my wife steps one foot in that 
carriage, I’ll have the police pick you up before you reach the 
corner! You'll both rot in jail... if I don’t kill you first!” 
Animal growls grated along his throat; the cords bulged along 
his neck. 

“Link, he’s right,” Pignalle injected. He’d drawn his sword 
from the cane sheath and stood before the women. 

“Kate... now! Get in that carriage!” 

Kate couldn’t think. She wanted to run away—oh, God, 
she wanted to! Sobs splintered the fire in her chest, and she 
covered her face. She couldn’t endure the horror of French 
jails. And the scandal ... Reynolds’ name was prominent 

.. the scandal would create international headlines. 

“I can’t!” The words ripped from her heart like pieces of 
flesh. And sobs emerged so thick and fast she couldn’t 
breathe. A scalding river obscured her vision. 

Whatever Neil was, she was married to him. She couldn’t 
run away from that. Desperately Kate promised herself she’d 
find a way to calm him—she always had before. But his 
face—oh, God, his face! If only her mind would thaw! She 
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couldn’t think reasonably. Her brain whirled in glittering pin- 
wheels of white-edged pain. 

“Pm not leaving you here.” Reynolds’ large fists curled, 
clenching and opening. He didn’t look from the blue madness 
foaming in Blanchard’s eyes. | 

Neil sneered. He licked a trickle of blood leaking from a 
cut above his lip. “How touching! Did you hear that, whore? 
Your lover fears for you. But he doesn’t know what we 
know, does he? Women like pain, Reynolds, they crave it! 
Oh, yes, I know your name. I have sources—sources to in- 
form me what goes on behind my back! You didn’t count on 
that, did you?” 

Sickened, Kate could guess the identity of his “source.” 
Somewhere among the people touring the Louvre or crowd- 
ing the sidewalk cafés, somewhere a frizzed blond head had 
watched—and smiled. 

Neil babbled, white bubbles spraying from his lips, his 
hands curled like talons. Abruptly his voice lowered, and he 
jerked toward Reynolds, sharing a confidence. “I handled her 
wrong. I believed in a lie, you see. I convinced myself she 
was different, because I wanted her to be. I hoped—lI actually 
hoped—and hope is always a mistake. A stupidity, I admit it. 
She’s just a crawling wet hole like they all are! I should have 
beat her! Then this wouldn’t have happened again.” He 
nodded wisely, one eye nearly closed. “I caught her with 
Renoir .. . God’ knows how many others there have been. I 
should have pounded respect into her. Blood and pain are all 
women understand!” | 

Jaw knotting, Reynolds controlled an icy rage with diffi- 
culty. “Mme. Blanchard and I are old friends, not lovers. 
Your wife has done nothing to dishonor you, Blanchard. 
You’ve made an insulting mistake and you owe the lady an 
apology.” His jacket strained over tensing muscle and bone. 
A tear opened down his back between his shoulders. 

Neil responded with a harsh laugh midway between a 
scream and a howl. Lights blinked on behind shutters, casting 
sudden bars of light across the walkway; angry voices shouted 
for quiet. “You go straight to bloody hell, Reynolds! Apol- 
ogy? J am the injured party here! No court in France would 
convict me if I killed you both!” A crafty smile curved his 
lips,.a chill smile that didn’t touch the wild eyes. 

“Is that a challenge?” Reynolds’ voice sank to a danger- 
ously soft pitch. His body stance shifted, deceptively.at ease. 

Silently they faced each other between the slices of light. 
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Measuring, judging. And the pain in Kate’s ribs faded to 
unimportance. Cold perspiration broke across her skin, and 
hatred blazed from eyes gone feral. “Do it,” her mind 
screamed. Black emotions she hadn’t suspected bubbled 
around her heart. 

And a brackish taste darkened her mouth. She wanted 
Reynolds to kill him! God help her, she wanted it so badly 
she shook. If Reynolds killed Neil, she’d be free! Free of the 
fear and despair and a way of life that sucked dry the marrow 
of hope. Free of the monster who had killed her baby! 

Swaying against Claire’s arm, Kate squeezed her eyes shut. 
Her nails cut crescents into her palms, and she shivered. 
Waiting. Let it happen, let it happen! | 

“A challenge?” Neil savored the word. “Yes, a challenge. 
It’s my right!’ Laughter hissed and spit; his reactions out of 
scync, misplaced. His hand shot forward then, cracking 
across Reynolds’ face. “I challenge you, monsieur!” 

Reynolds didn’t flinch beneath the blow. “The. weapons?” 
Soft, almost coaxing. . 

Yes, Kate thought. Yes, yes! 

“Pistols. One shot each ... and blood, there must be 
blood. If no hit is scored, then each receives a second shot. 
Agreed?” Laughing. Laughing so violently the words slurred 
together. Tears of mirth diluted the steady dark drip above 
Neil’s lip. 

“Agreed. Equal shots. The duel continues until a hit is 
scored and/or both parties have fired.” 

Blanchard’s voice assumed a dreamlike quality, inappropri- 
ate enough to shock. “We're all dead already. Walking rot.” 
He touched his lip, staring at the smear of blood in fascina- 
tion. “Blood clots in our veins. Thick. Dead. And we don’t 
feel anything.” 

His high-pitched laughter lifted the hair on the back of 
Kate’s neck. Tiny half-moons appeared beneath her finger- 
hails. The laughter arced like a scythe, scraping nerves raw. 

She hadn’t realized the extent of her fear. Having no other 
choice, she’d pushed the fear into a dark corner and. pretend- 
ed it did not exist. The hideous paintings, his fury, the violent 
rantings—she had ignored them. But somewhere deep inside, 
she’d always known that one day he would turn on her. 

A rush of vengeance weakened her knees. Pistols! 

Fresh sobs convulsed her chest then, scorching bruised 
flesh. She would be free! Thank you, thank you! Neil would 
never threaten her or hurt her again! 
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Stuffing her fingers between her teeth, Kate bit down hard, 
stifling the sound of cries, straining to hear as Reynolds con- 
cluded the arrangements with Pignalle. 

“Qui,” Pignalle agreed slowly. His gaze swung between 
Reynolds and Blanchard. “A referee and a doctor can be en- 
gaged before morning.” Worried eyes flicked between them. 
“However, a wait is advisable ... - a cooling-off period. No?” 
He sighed. “You are both certain you elect me as your sec- 
ond? This is highly unusual. Correct form dictates a separate 
representative for each of—” 

“We both trust you, my friend. There isn’t time for other 
arrangements.” Reynolds stared as Blanchard leaned against 
the wall, chuckling and hissing. Occasionally he struck the 
night shadows as if seeing a face before him. He looked 
deceptively harmless—a burned-out shell indulging childish 
games. It was difficult to imagine the violence of just mo- 
ments before. 

Cloud-veiled moonlight heightened the intensity deepening 
Reynolds’ eyes as he stepped toward Kate. “One last time— 
are you coming with me?” 

Kate blinked, failing to grasp the urgency in his tone. The 
promise of revenge colored her reason. At this time tomorrow 
she would be free! 3 

Was it wise to force the issue now? Her eyes slid to the 
babble issuing from the shadows. Even now Neil could sum- 
mon the rationality to send the police after her and Reynolds. 
And they would end in jail as surely as buds sprouted on the 
oak. Even if the truth eventually surfaced, they would spend 
weeks in Paris’ notorious jails. And maybe the truth wouldn't 
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save them. Kate had appeared in public with her arm tucked | 


around his; there had been fleeting touches, long stares. 

Daily newspapers headlined accounts of justice avenging 
infidelity. Frenchmen played the game of love with zest and 
abandonment, but they had no patience for losers. A festering 
jail cell was better than adulterers deserved, not for their 
crime but for their stupidity in being caught. The courts 
would have no mercy. 

“I can’t go with you,” she whispered. Surely Reynolds must 
agree. Certain deliverance would reward their patience. There 
was no need to risk jail and headlines and scandal. Not when 
everything would be resolved in mere hours, 

“You can,” Reynolds stated flatly. “You won't.” 

Kate inhaled sharply, watching as his expression hardened 
to stone. Dimly she understood she had failed a test. But she 
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couldn’t comprehend the underlying meaning of what he 
asked. And she sensed something important shift and slide. A 
cold hand squeezed her heart. “Please try to understand... 
we have to do the right thing!” Why in God’s name wasn’t 
the proper course of action as obvious to him as it was to 
her? 

“I see,” he answered softly, his voice not matching granite 
eyes. A silent expectancy hung between them as Reynolds 
provided her an opportunity to alter her decision, or more ac- 
curately, her lack of decision. 

Kate wrung her hands, confused that she hadn’t measured 
up to what he expected. What did he want from her? What? 
“Lf can't,” she whispered, her eyes pleading. “Surely you 
see—” | 

He did not. “In that case,” he interrupted, accusing eyes 
boring into hers, “I think it best you stay at Pignalle’s 
tonight. Is this agreeable, Pignalle?” 

“Oui. Most certainly.” 

“Blanchard?” 

Neil roused himself and waved a hand. He watched Kate 
gazing helplessly at Reynolds, and the beginnings of fresh 
rage gleamed from his eyes. “You can hide in Pig’s studio 
tonight, but when this is over, all of Paris won’t be big 
enough to hide you. You'll pay for shaming my name!” 

A stab of fear cut beneath Kate’s heart, and she shrank 
into Claire’s support. Then her chin lifted in a show of bra- 
vado. Her thoughts shone in her eyes. Neil would be dead be- 
fore he could hurt her again. She touched her ribs, appalled at 
wishing him dead. But she did—-oh, God, she did! He’d raped 
her, humiliated her, hastened the death of Jackie. He’d sold 
her and given her nothing but misery and fear. Always the 
fear. 

Staring into Neil’s hate-clotted face, she understood they 
had never had a chance together. Never. Sooner or later he 
would have invented a reason to attack her. To smash the 
last hope. 

Without a word Kate gathered the soiled blue tulle and 
fled down the hill, running through patches of darkness. 
Overhead, a cold wind rustled the treetops as a dying winter 
returned for one last fling. She heard Claire and Pignalle call 
over their shoulders as they hurried after her, but Kate could 
think of nothing more to say to either. 

She understood her mind wasn’t functioning logically. She 
needed time to sort everything out; then she’d put things right 
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with Link, A lifetime together opened before them; tonight 
wasn’t as important as it might seem in terms of whatever 
she’d done to disappoint him. Surely when he reflected, he’d 
understand she needed the security of her own personal mo- 
rality tonight. How would it look if she drove off with him, 
leaving her husband standing on the curb? Never mind what 
either of them wanted. How would it look? Salacious head- 
lines flamed across her imagination. And she clung fiercely to 
what was proper and familiar in a world spinning in confu- 
sion. 

Later, sitting in a hot tub while Claire gingerly ran a 
sponge over the bruises, Kate turned the scene in her 
thoughts, continuing to see Reynolds’ eyes. “I did the right 
thing, didn’t I? I couldn’t have eloped with him! I’m still mar- 
ried!” Then why did she feel so guilty? Why did she feel as if 
she’d committed a monstrous blunder? If she’d done the right 
thing, then why did it hurt so much? 

Claire shrugged gently and held out a large warm towel. 
“It’s not for me to say, Kate. You and I have never looked at 
rules and expectations in the same manner.” 

Kate lifted her arms above her breasts as Claire rubbed a 
sweet-smelling balm in gentle strokes along her rib cage. “It’s 
important to consider what people will think! We have to 
have rules! I wanted to go—God help me—but I couldn’t! 
We've waited this long to find each other .. . just one more 
night!” Closing her eyes, Kate wished with all her heart that 
she could have been with him now. She wanted the comfort 
of his strong arms. 

She couldn’t let it go even when she climbed into a soft 
deep bed with a feather pillow. “It was the right thing, wasn’t 
it?” 

Claire bent to pull the blanket around Kate’s bare shoul- 
ders. “I can’t answer that for you,” she said quietly. Outside, 
the night winds rose, heavy clouds attacked the moon. “Her- 
cule will bring us clean clothes on his way back. We'll need 
cloaks and—” 

“On his way back?” 

“From making the arrangements. For the duel.” Claire too 
remembered Reynolds winning the trapshoot at Longchamps. 
Pressing her lips together, Claire stared at a point above 
Kate’s dark head. Even the most clear-cut situations some- 
times had a way of going awry. She wondered if Kate recog- 
nized this. 

Misunderstanding Claire’s expression, Kate shut her eyes, 
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ashamed of the hard heat turning her eyes to gray marble. 
She didn’t want Claire to read what lay there. If Kate regret- 
ted anything, it wasn’t the impending duel, it was being 
blamed for a crime she had not committed. She might as well 
have submitted to secret longings, might as well have cast 
resistance to the wind and followed her heart. 

Shivering beneath disturbing thoughts, Kate thrust them 
from her mind. She looked up at Claire and caught her hand. 
“I’m so sorry this happened now! Tonight.should have been 
wonderful for you and Pig. 1... We spoiled it for you.” 

Claire smoothed Kate’s brow. “Shhh. Hercule and I are not - 
children. We can be patient.” She leaned above the lamp 
chimney and blew gently. “Try to sleep. I’ll call you at five- 
thirty. Unless you think it would be wise to remain here... ?” 

“No. I have to be there.” 

Sleep was impossible, as Kate had known it would be. 
Again and again she examined the past week, the perfect 
days, ending with the appalling scene before the gate. She felt 
the dull ache in her ribs. Had she foolishly believed Neil 
wouldn’t find out about the week with Reynolds? Or had she 
secretly hoped that he would? A battle raged as her black 
hair tangled across the pillows. 

Alone in the darkness, Kate probed her heart, seeking the 
truth about Kathleen Billington Callahan. Who was she? 
What did she want? Feeling her naked body between the 
sheets; she moaned, knowing she wanted Link Reynolds, but 
she had discovered her emotions too late. 

She skirted the rock-bottom question for as long as she 
could—but it came.. 

Away from the immediacy of personal threat, did she real- 
ly want Neil to die? 

Yes! No. Kate fought for truth on the battleground of 
rumpled sheets in a darkened guest room. And finally, reluc- 
tantly, she admitted it was not within her nature to wish any- 
one’s death. No, not even Neil. Not even knowing that if he 
survived, she would lose Link. And if Neil survived, he would 
come after her and. .. She buried her face in the pillow. 

Insanity simmered within every mind, the difference was 
only one of degree. “Forgive me,” Kate whispered. “I was 
mad with fear. I don’t want Neil to die.” Her teeth cut marks 
into her fist. “I just want to be free! To start a fresh life. Is 
that so wrong? Is it so terrible to want peace and love?” 

There was no answer, only the darkness thick and heavy, 
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both inside and out. And the darkness crept into Kate’s 
thoughts, toying with perception. 

For the first time it suddenly entered her thoughts that 
Reynolds might die. Kate bolted upright and blinked at swim- 
ming shadows. Was it possible? A wild shot? A malicious 
trick of fate? Both hands trembled against her lips. She’d ob- 
served Reynolds’ expertise; but what of Neil’s skill? No mod- 
ern gentleman attained manhood without learning to shoot, 
And Neil would not have chosen pistols without reason. 

Dear God, no! A chill patina iced her flesh as Kate fully 
understood the horror of what would unfold at dawn. One of 
them could die. Either of them. As reality spun out of fan- 
tasy, Kate rubbed frantically at tiny cold bumps rising along 
her bare skin. If either of them died, she was to blame. There 
it was. Without her, none of this would have happened. If she 
had gone with Reynolds when first he asked, none of this 
would have occurred. 

A strangled cry pushed at the darkness, and shaking fingers 
covered her face. The reality horrified her. Kate’s hands 
swept out, and she stared as if seeing blood there. “No!” She 
clenched unsteady fingers. “No!” And a shudder rippled her 
frame. Nothing was worth the cost of a human life—not re- 
venge, not freedom. What sort of creature had she become? 

She had to stop the duel. 

But even as the thought surfaced, she understood it was 
impossible. Pride and honor were now at stake. Neither man 
could withdraw. They had gazed into each other’s eyes and 
seen the enemy. Nothing would halt what Kate had set in 
motion. “Oh, God,” she sobbed. Her fists buried in the soft 
pillows. “Oh, sweet God!” 

If Kate dozed during the seemingly endless night, she was 
not aware of it. Pale and hollow-eyed, she lit the lamp when 
Claire knocked and handed in a pile of black clothing. 

She dressed quickly, hastily pulling on her stockings and 
sliding garters into place, all the while thinking how ironic 
the black garb truly was. She’d resented the constant dreary 
black, but so much of her recent past had required it; straw- 
berry gowns and lime jackets and sky-blue shawls had no 
place in her existence. Life itself seemed to have blackened at 
the edges. 

Lifting a hand to her forehead, Kate blinked in fatigue and 
confusion. Where was the innocent young girl of her father’s 
house? How had she gotten from that person to this? Sinking 
to the edge of the bed, Kate stared at nothing. If she thought 
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hard enough, would she find a thread of continuity tracing 
back to her beginnings? Would a deceptively simple action 
reveal itself to have been the first in a snowballing chain, 
Jeading from innocence to... to a man’s death? 

If either of them died, it would be as if she had aimed the 


_ gun herself. 


Before Kate could think this through, another knock 
sounded, and she silently joined Claire and Pignalle, their 
faces as chalky as her own. 

Outside, the streets were eerily quiet, shadowed in predawn 


gloom. The horses’ hooves clopped against the paving stones, 


sounding unnaturally loud; iron wheels clattered with enough 
noise to wake the dead. Dead. The word quivered in Kate’s 
thoughts. | : 

Shrinking into the carriage seat, Kate lifted a dark hood, 
covering her hair against the wet mist hovering low to the 
ground, partially obscuring silent dark buildings. 

The perfect golden days had vanished. Gray fog lay in 
damp patches against her colorless cheeks. 

Occasionally the driver muttered curses toward ragpickers 
curled in the gutters; otherwise, no one spoke. Kate faced to 
one side, away from Claire and Pignalle’s clasped hands. She 
watched as a lamplighter loomed in the gray swirl, extin- 
guishing hissing flames with a long cupped pole. The carriage 
passed, and she didn’t remember seeing the lamplighter. The 
flat case balanced across Pignalle’s knees filled her senses to 
the exclusion of all else. 

At the misty edge of the Saint-Germain forest, the driver 
reined near a shadowy cluster of carriages. Kate blinked, 
Even at this hour, duelists had been scheduled before them. 
Voices emerged from the grassy edge of tall trees, and she 
turned to stare as-a group of men appeared from a Wisp of 
fog. Two held swords, their arms thrown about each other. 
Although one man’s shirt seeped a line of pink, the men held 
together like cherished friends, laughing with the false heart- 
iness of men who have gazed into the face of destruction and 
emerged whole. | 

The group passed, a few glancing curiously in Kate’s direc- 
tion; then they faded into the mist, hurrying toward a wine 
shop on the far edge of the forest where an enterprising 
businessman reaped a tidy profit catering to the daily flow of 
duelists. 

“Is everything in order?” 

Kate jumped as Reynolds’ deep voice sliced through the 
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fog. She hadn’t seen him arrive, neither him nor Neil. Yet 
they both suddenly appeared, standing before Pignalle, in- 
specting the pistols within the case. 

“I believe so, oui.” Pignalle watched anxiously as they 
lifted the pistols to eye level, sighting along barrels, testing 
for weight and balance. “It is my duty, gentlemen, to beg 
each of you to reconsider.” Gray caterpillar. brows crawled 
together, scanning faces, hopeful. 

“There is nothing to reconsider,” Neil snapped. Tiny drop- 
lets of moisture darkened his beard. In the strange half-light 
his battered face appeared clammy, an odd pasty color con- 
trasting with the fresh bruises. But he affected an outward 
calm. 

Watching him, Kate shivered. No one could be sane and 
shelter so many conflicting personalities within one individual 
body. This morning he was not the man of last night. He was 
controlled, distant, in apparent command. And yet vulner- 
able. Kate’s heart twisted at his appearance—the bruised 
face, the baggy turpentine-soiled trousers, his coarse shirt 
open at the neck and frayed about the collar. She had ironed 
that shirt a hundred times. Scrubbed at the stains in those 
trousers. 

Neil dropped an oversized brown coat on the grass and 
tossed a beret atop the pile. He folded his arms, the pistol 
dangling from his fingertips. Then his glacial eyes shot icicles 
into Kate’s heart: “Bitch!” he hissed. “First your. lover, and 
then you!” 

Kate swayed and turned quickly to Reynolds, silently beg- 
ging him to. meet her eyes. Instead, he shot a single bullet 
nto the chamber and calmly snapped the cylinder into place. 

Neil had no chance. The contest was terribly mismatched. 
Reynolds’ natural dominance spread in quiet ripples of cold 
confidence. As Kate watched, he removed a black cutaway, 
folded it, and placed it beside a silk hat on the grass. He’d 
dressed formally, correctly, but no tailor, regardless of skill, 
could have disguised the muscular build and animal power of 
the man. Once shorn of his coat, heavy muscle strained the 
material of a ruffled white shirt. 

He loosened his collar, tossed tie and studs in the direction 
of his coat. 

Then intense black eyes met Kate’s, locked and held. 

Questions flickered in those depths, but Kate couldn’t read 
them, could offer no answers. Her lips moved soundlessly. 
What was he seeking? What did he ask of her? Without being 
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aware, her body strained forward. The mist tasted sour and 
thick. She would have given the world to rush into his arms 
and know what he was thinking. 

“Please,” she whispered. “I beg you both. Don’t do this! 
Please!” Neither of them answered. “Someone could die!’ 
Her voice cracked. 

“Isn’t that what you want?” Reynolds asked, so softly she 
almost didn’t hear. His eyes were hard and unreadable. He 
spun on his heel and strode firmly onto the field, past the 
referee and the waiting doctor. 

“Slut!” Neil spit at her boots; then he too walked toward 
the forest edge, stepping over limp cloth markers beyond 
which no spectator could venture. 

“Dear Lord!” Kate sagged against Claire’s warmth and felt 
an arm slip around her waist. Together they stepped as near 
the markers as safety permitted, joining Pignalle. He shook 
his head and reached for Claire’s glove. 

“Stop them!” Kate leaned across Claire, catching at Pig- 
nalle’s sleeve, her eyes begging. “Can’t you stop this?” 

Pity darkened his eyes. “Nothing but blood will end it now. 
They'll each have their shot.” He touched her damp cheek; 
then his hand slid away, and they tensed as the referee called, 
“Allons, messieurs ...” 

Signaling the beginning. The ending. 

Guns held against their chests, Link and Neil stepped away 
from each other, their lips moving silently, keeping pace with 
the count. | 

And Kate’s teeth ground together; her knees buckled. Only 
Claire’s arm at her waist held her erect. Gasping breath 
scraped her throat. Each felt as if it was the last. 

God! Oh, God! Life wouldn’t be worth living if Reynolds 
died! Even if she never saw him again . . . just to know he 
occupied the same world, to know he existed would be 
enough. Please God! 

And Neil. Her eyes flew to his rigid spine. Whatever he 
was, he had fathered her precious baby; they had shared a 
few gentle moments. In his own strange demented way, he 
had believed in her. For better or worse ... in sickness and 
in health. .. . Don’t let him die! 

With each breath, Kate prayed she would waken. She 
pinched her arm. Please let me wake up! 

A sudden sharp pain pricked her ribs, and a gleam of cold 
metal flashed in the corner of her eye. Kate jerked. 

“If he dies, slut, so do you!” 


3il 


Kate’s breath stopped beneath flaring eyes. 

Gyp smiled from thin bloodless lips. In her fist she gripped 
a dual-edged stiletto, thin and deadly. She pressed forward, 
and Kate felt her skin puncture beneath the needle point. A 
wet drop soaked into her chemise. 

Gyp’s low voice emerged sickly pleasant, almost conversa- 
tional. “My father was a fisherman. Early on I learned to gut 
a mackerel. One quick slice up the belly .. .” The stiletto 
shook. She smiled. “You would be amazed. Coils and coils 
».. they spill everywhere.” 

Kate’s white face went slack, numbed by the hatred blaz- 
ing from Gyp’s dark eyes. She had appeared from the curls 
of mist like an avenging wraith. Only now did Claire and 
Pignalle notice; their eyes dropped to the knife, rounded. é' 

“One move,” Gyp hissed, “one move by any of you, and 
this bitch dies!” Her eyes burned into Kate’s. “And if Neil 
dies, so do you. Very unpleasantly.” 

Kate’s stare jumped to the field. They were nearly at the 
end of the track, preparing to turn. Black dots exploded 
across her vision, a hand leaped to her throat. 

“Less than a minute, bitch. You have less than one minute 
to livel” 


aan 
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Time GREW FLAT AND THICKENED, unwinding as sluggishly 
as slow-flowing molasses. 

Sound magnified. The lone cry of a wheeling bird shrilled 
above the field in a plaintive series of sharp screams. And 
hot, damp wind blew past Kate’s throat, pulsing into the ex- 
pectant quiet. Her heartbeat accelerated, then stumbled as the 
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referee steadily counted paces. His voice emerged garbled, 
echoing through vast distances. 

Movement unfolded in agonizing slow motion. 

It appeared to Kate that she had all the time in the world 
to shout a warning as Neil hesitated before the count ended. 
Her lips parted and she watched him turn slowly, slowly, in 
what would have been a quick spin if time had flowed in its 
normal channels. Before the count ended. 

She screamed then, but the scream pooled in her throat 
without sound. A terror-gorged nightmare opened before her. 
Turning, her wide horror-filled eyes jumped toward Link, 
only now beginning his turn——too late. Oh, God, he would be 
too late! 

Time speeded suddenly and blurred. Neil’s arm flew from 
his chest, the pistol swung outward in an erratic blue-black 
arc. 

And a cracking sound exploded, spitting through mist and 
mind. , 

Now sound screamed past Kate’s numb lips, high, and tor- 
tured as she watched Link stumble beneath the impact of the 
bullet. His shoulders hunched forward; the force hurled him 
im a circle. A smaller man would have gone down immedi- 
ately. 

Kate’s ragged breath caught and stopped. She stared 
through shaking fingers, her lips moving soundlessly. Then he 
slowly straightened. Thank God, thank God. Her eyes 
squeezed shut. Neil’s shot had gone wild, striking Reynolds’ 
shoulder instead of the intended target a few inches to the 
side. 

As she watched, a tiny pink hole blossomed near an edge 
of white ruffles. Her breath released in a painful burst, and 


‘she drew another as Reynolds’ hand lifted, crossed his chest, 


and touched his shirt. He glanced at the red smear wetting 
his fingertips; then he looked toward the referee. 

For a frozen instant no one moved. Waiting. Then the 
referee’s expressionless voice sliced through gray timelessness. 
Incredibly, impossibly, he nodded to Reynolds. “It is your 
shot, monsieur. Proceed.” 

The rules. Rules agreed to in the heat of temper; enforced 
in the icy chill of reality. 

“If he dies...” ‘s 

But Gyp no longer existed; Kate spun, and her body tensed 
toward Neil. Standing at the far end of the track, he contin- 
ued to clutch the pistol in both hands, the barrel centered on 
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Reynolds’ heart. The hammer struck empty chambers again 
and again—futile metallic clicks, thunderous in the misty 
quiet. 

Neil’s frightened eyes bulged. He stared in disbelief at the 
empty gun. His arms dropped, and the pistol slid from his 
fingers. 

For a second Kate believed he would bolt and run. His 
body strained; wild eyes rolled from side to side. Quivering 
uncontrollably, he lifted his chalk white face toward Reynolds. 

The men stared the length of the track as Reynolds’ pistol 
lifted, finding Blanchard’s chest. Sweat molded Neil’s shirt to 
his ribs, outlined the target. 3 

The pistol steadied, aimed . . . and held. 3 

Reynolds’ face turned. Obsidian chips burned through curls 
of light mist, seared into Kate’s ashen stare. 

Silently her lips moved. Hidden beneath the folds of her 
cloak, Kate felt the needle point of the stiletto and knew 
Reynolds could not see the danger. But the knife was unim- 
portant. All that mattered was that he understand Kate did- 
not want anyone to die. “Please.” And the ground spun as 
she realized the word forming on her lips could be inter- 
preted differently than she intended. 

“Proceed,” the referee repeated. 

“No!” Kate’s whisper emerged a croak. And too late— 
Reynolds had faced away from her. 

Without hurry, Reynolds sighted down the barrel, watching 

, impassively as a dark wet stain spread across the front of 
Neil’s trousers. Neil went limp. His eyes closed; his hands 
dangled by his sides. 

The pistol spit and jumped. 

And Kate’s knees collapsed. She fell onto the wet grass, 
her nerves liquid. She clutched her stomach with both hands, 
waiting for coils of life to stream through her fingers. Mar- 
veling at the lack of pain. Why was there no pain? Was dying 
so easy, then? 

Momentarily blinded, she struggled to blink past the fog, 
past a thudding fear. She saw Gyp running across the field 
toward a figure slumped in the grass. A weak sound of relief 
rushed past Kate’s pale lips, and she rocked back on her 
heels, lifting her hands to her face. aes 

She wasn’t going to die; no one would die today. Gratitude 
crushed the air from her body. 

Neil sprawled as if thrown backward by a giant hand. A 
blank daze erased all expression from his deathly white fea- 
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tures. Only his eyes moved, staring at the man facing him, 
Staring into a dark barrel still pointed to where he lay. 

Kate swayed. Reynolds stood quietly as if cast.in marble. 
He had held Neil’s life in the balance; he could have placed 
the bullet anywhere he chose. 

He had chosen to duplicate Neil’s shot. 

Reynolds had deliberately placed the bullet in Neil’s shoul- 
der. The only deviation lay in selecting Neil’s right shoulder 
rather than the left. Neil painted right-handed. 

Now voices lifted and scattered like a flock of birds sud- 
denly disturbed. Claire and Pignalle: Gyp and Neil. The 
referee, the doctor. Tensions released in an artificiality of 
noise and sharp movements. 

Kate pushed woodenly to her feet, watching as Reynolds 
rejected the doctor’s attentions, saw him wave the doctor 
toward Neil. 

Then he started toward her, 

Black hair, white shirt, black trousers. White and black; 
good and evil. If her legs had been steady, Kate would have 
Tun to him. But a strange lassitude swathed her mind in 
gauze. All strength seemed to have drained from her body. 
She had sensed the presence of death breathing softly within 
the loops of fog. So close. So terrifyingly real. The burden of 
eternity weighed like a necklace of stones. 

Reynolds halted a few paces before her, and Kate’s heart 
skipped a beat. If he experienced any satisfaction at the out- 
come of the duel, no hint shone in his hard, accusing stare. 

“I’ve done a lot of things that I’m not proud of. But I’ve 
never killed an unarmed man.” He flung the pistol at Kate’s 
feet. It slid in the wet grass and came to rest against the tip 
of her boot like a black malignancy. 

“As God is my witness, I didn’t want you to kill him! You 
have to believe that!” But her whisper sounded hollow. 
Unconvincing. His burning eyes charred whatever else she 
might have said. 

Reynolds’ brow arched. “Oh? You forget that I saw your 
face last night. You forget I know something of your life.” 
His voice whipped. He inclined his head toward Gyp, pushing 
Neil to his feet. “None of this would have happened if you 
had gotten into the carriage when I asked you to. Are you 
asking me now to believe it didn’t cross your mind how con- 
venient it might be if Blanchard died here today?” 

“Please, Link! I... 1 thought about that, yes! But... in 
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the end, I didn’t want anyone killed or hurt! That’s the 
truth!” | 

“You were a little late coming to it, weren't you?” He 
pierced her with the same dark stare as when he’d finally ac- 
cepted she wouldn’t leave in the carriage. “At some point, 
Kate, you have to begin making your own decisions. You 
have to assume responsibility for your own life. You can’t 
continue looking to others for solutions; you have to stand re- 
sponsible for yourself.” Suddenly he looked very tired. “You 
wanted me to clean up your mess, didn’t you? One bullet, 
and all’s right in the world.” He picked up his jacket and hat, 
then looked at her. “It’s time you cleaned up your own 
messes.” 

Stunned, Kate stared. Somehow he’d gazed into her secret 
heart. How could he look at her like that? 

“Grow up, Irish!” 

Then he was gone, striding swiftly across the grass and dis- 
appearing into the cab of a dark carriage. In moments the 
carriage was swallowed by trees and mist. 

And the fog closed around her, gray and heavy like a 
damp boulder pressing against her chest. 

When next her mind cleared, Kate was propped in bed, 
staring at a steady rain pelting the windows. She had no 
memory of the return ride or of undressing and stepping into 
her nightgown. The darkness beyond the rain startled her, 
and she wondered how long she’d been lying here. She 
moved, but the effort to rise seemed monumental, and instead 
she sank into the pillows supporting her back. 

She decided the monotonous pattering upon the roof tiles 
was hypnotic—if she concentrated on the soft regular drum- 
ming, she wouldn’t have to think of anything else. She didn’t 
want to think of anything else. . 

But the thoughts crept past her defenses. And again she 
heard the condemnation in Link’s parting words. Did he im- 
ply she could have done something or should be doing some- 
thing to alter the course of her life? But what? Regardless of 
what he might believe, Link Reynolds didn’t really know 
what her life was. Kate’s mind cast backward, searching for 
loopholes, seeking escapes she might have taken which would 
have averted the duel. 

Changing life patterns wasn’t as easily accomplished as 
Reynolds appeared to believe, as it might have been for a 
man, for instance. With no alternatives, Kate had done as all 
women did—endure. Simply endure. It wasn’t a question of 
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7 evading responsibility so much as a matter of survival. She’d 
gone along, done what was necessary to survive. And dam- 
mit, she’d been proud of that. Until she stared into black eyes 
and read that survival wasn’t enough. 

What did he want? What did Link Reynolds expect from 
her?) ~ 

Kate glanced at an untouched cup of cold tea beside the 
bed; then she leaned her head backward, staring toward the 
ceiling. 

What would she do now? 

| Her insistence on remaining in Neil’s studio was out of the 

| question. She would have to accept Pignalle’s charity. 

) And the days would pass in units of fear while she waited 
for Neil. A dark taste soured ber mouth. She couldn’t guess 
how Neil’s fury would release, but it would be terrible; this 
she knew for a certainty. He’d stained his pants before every- 

| one; his revenge would be exacting. 

Eventually Neil would corner her—on the street, in the 
studio, at the market. 

And all she could do was wait. 

Clenching her jaw, Kate ran an angry hand through her 
hair. Life crashed in all at once. She’d found Link Reynolds, 
but loving him brought no lasting happiness. Her relationship 
with Neil was dangerous. And The Plum—don’t forget The 
Plum, she reminded herself, grimacing with despair. 

Already hints of controversy had begun. The day before 
yesterday Kate had read an editorial suggesting a nude had 
been accepted by the Salon which, if presented as rumored, 
would be a scandal unlike anything in the art world in recent 
years. The reporter flatly stated no painter in Paris would be 
party to such an abomination of taste and sensibility. Nor 
would any model, no matter how debased by her profession. 

Kate had read the piece in dismay. She well understood 
she lived in an age which discreetly refused to admit the state 
of pregnancy. No hint of human conception appeared in lit- 
erature or art. At least no art form to which proper cit- 
izens might be exposed. Pregnancy was shameful evidence of 
the indecent act which had caused it. 

So ridiculous. So hypocritical. Kate plucked the lace edging 
her nightgown. Was it any wonder young girls grew to 
adulthood believing babies were delivered by pelicans or de- 
posited on doorsteps by benevolent fairy creatures? 

Sighing heavily, Kate stared at the rain, feeling it pelt her 
emotions. When the Salon opened next week, other reviewers 
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would address the disturbance building around the painting. 
Grasping at straws, Kate assured herself some would surely 
possess the objectivity to see past the scandal and judge the 
work on merit. Always there were a few farsighted individu- 
als capable of casting aside the shackles of current moral atti- 
tudes and peering beyond. 

Startled, Kate blinked. Had she actually thought of moral- 
ity in the context of current attitudes? Uneasily she turned 
this new concept in her thoughts. Was it possible? Could right 
and wrong shift from generation to generation? 

Good God, what sort of nonsense was she: éntertaining? 
The stress of the duel had unhinged her mental processes. A 
hand crept to touch the tiny scab where Gyp’s stiletto had 
pricked. Standing in the presence of death had stirred her 


mind, dredged forth disturbing questions. Uneasily Kate 


thrust away a suspicion that she would one day look back 
and discover the duel had been a turning point in her life, 
changing her in ways she couldn’t yet determine. 

A coppery head peeped around the door. “Are you 
awake?” Claire entered briskly, balancing a tray containing a 
teapot and cups. Pignalle followed. - 

“Took at this.’ He beamed. “She’s taken over the house 
like she’s always lived here.” He pulled two chairs near the 
bed and moved a small table for the tea service. “She is sim- 
ply incredible! Enchanting!” 

Claire winked. “Today his lunch was on time.” She smiled. 
“A miracle achieved by simply informing the cook that Her- 
cule prefers to eat at one o’clock.” 

“The point is, my dear, you thought to mention it, whereas 
I have spent twenty years complaining.” Pignalle’s dark eyes 
followed Claire’s movements as she removed the tea cozy and 
poured. He admired every small gesture. 

Claire laughed. “Hercule, if we're going to be married, 
these matters are my responsibility. You needn’t praise me 
each time I perform my duty.” 

Responsibility. Kate stared into her teacup, running the 
word around the rim of her mind. 

“Ah, but some duties deserve the utmost praise.” Pignalle 
looked at Claire softly, his dark eyes glowing. 

Kate’s lashes widened as a rush of pink warmed Claire's 
cheeks. She couldn’t recall ever seeing Claire blush. And 
quite suddenly Kate wondered where Claire had spent the 
night, then hastily quashed the thought as unworthy. An ex- 
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ample of stagnant attitudes. What did it matter where Claire 
had slept? Had anyone been harmed? Of course not. 

Kate coughed into her hand. “What time is it?” The steady 
gray moisture sliding down the panes made it impossible to 
_ guess the hour. _ 

Removing a gleaming pocket watch, Pignalle squinted near 
the lamp. “Nearly six. We’re hoping you’re rested enough to 
join us in a small celebration.” He smiled at Claire. “Four 
wines and roast goose and ham with mustard glaze...” 

Six o’clock! She must have slept the entire day! Realizing 
the day was spent depressed Kate. She sipped scalding tea 
and stared past the drapes. It seemed criminal to have en- 
dured death’s threat, then fall into bed and sleep like an inno- 
cent. But she had felt so drained, so utterly empty. 

“I... Have you learned how serious the wounds are?” 

Pignalle exchanged a glance with Claire before placing his 
cup in its saucer. He cleared his throat. “I stopped by Reyn- 
old’s hotel. The shot passed through cleanly. He’s uncomfort- 
able, but there’s no serious damage. In a week or so he won't 
know it happened.” 

Kate closed her eyes. 

“He’s leaving soon,” Pignalle added hesitantly. His heart 
flew out to her; she looked so small and pale in the large bed. 
“The day after tomorrow, I believe he said.” 

The day after tomorrow. “And Neil?” 

Bushy eyebrows clamped into a frown. “Neil’s staying with 
Gyp. I’m afraid he wasn’t as fortunate. The bullet shattered 
bone. The pieces had to be dug out.” 

Kate winced, imagining it. 

“There’s a possibility hell never regain full use of his right 
arm.” . 

She stared, blue-gray eyes questioning. | 

Pignalle shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe he'll be able to 
paint, maybe he won’t. He’s to keep the arm motionless for 
two months. After that . . . who knows?” Pignalle glanced 
into his cup, carefully avoiding the expression constricting 
Kate’s face. He added softly, “The day was a disaster for 
Blanchard. The Salon returned his submission ... his Plum 
won’t be shown. He really believed they would accept it.” 

Ciaire’s lips pinched in an unforgiving line, but she re- 
frained from comment. 

Covering her eyes, Kate released a long breath. Not to 
paint would destroy Neil. If she had cherished any secret 
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hope that he wouldn’t come after her, now that hope died. She 
knew whom he would blame. 

Pignalle placed his cup on the table and reached for Kate’s 
cold hand, cradling it between warm palms. “Kate. We want 
you to know you are welcome to remain here with us.” Be- 
hind him Claire nodded emphatically. “For as long as you 
like.” His voice lowered into gruffness. “I think you know 
how we feel. We couldn’t love you more if you were our 
daughter.” A smile twitched the corner of his lips. “We're a 
little old to begin a family, so we've adopted you. We hope 
you'll stay with us.” 

“J _.. 1 don’t know what I'll do yet. But thank you.” 

“There’s no hurry to decide anything. Take your time. We 
just want you to know we’re here if you need us.” ; 

They stood, and Pignalle slid a possessive arm about 
Claire’s waist. He’d used the word “we” as naturally as if 
he’d always thought in those terms. Kate decided “we” was 
the loveliest word in any language. 

Claire bent and kissed Kate’s forehead. “Dinner in an 
hour. If you feel up to it.” After brushing a strand of thick 
black hair from Kate’s brow, Claire led Pignalle to the door. 

“Wait! Pignalle ... could you arrange a carriage for me?” 
Kate had no idea where the words sprang from. She hadn't 
been thinking of any such thing. 

They looked at each other; then Pignalle answered slowly. 
“Of course.” His eyes strayed to the rain-black window. “Cer- 
tainly.” And Claire looked at her with a smile of understand- 
ing which surpassed Kate’s own. 

Then she was alone again, left to ponder what her impul- 
sive request meant. She had no place to go. And it was rain- 
ing; raining outside and inside her heart. 

Instead of rising immediately, Kate leaned against the pil- 
lows and thought about responsibility and decisions and the 
future. Always the future, a dead-end alleyway. 

All right, what were her choices? She wanted desperately 
to escape Neil’s revenge and the scandal soon to explode 
around The Plum. And the hollow emptiness of her life. But 
how? With no money, no family, no place torun... 

She didn’t really want to intrude her sorrows and fears on 
Claire and Pignalle’s happiness. Reynolds’ words rose to 
haunt: “At some point, Irish, you have to begin making your 
own decisions . . . you can’t continue looking to others for 
solutions. . . .” Would transferring her problems to Claire 
and Pignalle be fair? Was it what she wanted? 
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But if she didn’t remain here, where could she 20? Money. 
It came down to money. And the courage to make difficult 
decisions and see them through. 

A long disturbing chain began to unreel in the front of 
Kate’s thoughts. How many decisions had she actually made 
in her lifetime? How many times had she expected other 
people to provide solutions? A surge of pride rose to block 
the answers, but only momentarily. 

Beginning in childhood, Black Jack had made her deci- 
sions—which invitations to accept, which to reject. The color 
of her room. Which attentions to encourage, which to dis- 
courage. He’d made the decisions, up to and including the ar- 
rangements for his own funeral. All of which Kate had abided 
by regardless of personal inclination. 

Her mind skipped forward. Hennessy Clyber had decided 
on the St. James Hotel, and it had been he who insisted Kate 
hire a companion. That she had asserted herself regarding 
Claire now seemed slightly amazing in view. of her emerging 
record. Or had Claire chosen her? 

Kate worried her lower lip. She’d decided to sail to France 
and marry Neil—hadn’t she? Or had circumstance decided 
her course of action? There was no question but that she'd al- 
lowed Neil to dictate when and where the marriage would oc- 
cur. Even when her own heart had cautioned delay. 

Fickle destiny had decided her pregnancy. She hadn’t de- 
cided to pose, clothed or nude. It hadn’t been her decision to 
bury Jackie in potter’s field. She hadn’t even actively decided 
to spend the last week. with Reynolds: she had gone along 
with the consensus. Simply gone along. As always. 

Society’s rules decided her conduct; other people had 
decided the events in her life. The hows and whens of her ex- 
istence. 

All the major incidents in Kate’s life had been decided 
upon by someone else. 

Shocked, she stared at the slick of rain on the panes. And 
her thoughts came full circle. Decision makers bore responsi- 
bility. By avoiding decisions, she avoided responsibility. Noth- 
ing could ever be her fault. because she hadn’t made the 
decisions. She had allowed herself to be a willing pawn, mov- 
ing blindly to the whims of others, taking no active voice in 
her own fate. 

The realization stunned her. 

Was it any wonder she felt anxious about the future? She’d 
been waiting for events or people to supply direction. Anyone 


321 


but herself. All her brave talk had been but a pretense to 
soothe pride. | 

Kate bolted upright in bed, staring at nothing. 

It was time she took her life in hand. Past time. 

She had to decide what she wanted, then have the courage 
to follow through, to risk failure. She needed the strength to 
make her own decisions, not what etiquette suggested, not 
what friends or acquaintances advised—but decisions based 
on her own needs and desires. ? 

Kate swallowed the last drops of tea without tasting them, 
then leaned heavily into the pillows at her spine. Oddly she 
felt a burst of exhilaration. Instead of shrinking at the re- 
sponsibility of decision-making, she felt as if a door had 
opened to freedom. 

After all, what was the worst that could happen if she 
erred? Poverty? She’d known poverty. Scandal? The Plum 
would taint her reputation regardless of what she did from 
this moment. Jail or debtors’ prison? However appalling the 
conditions, she’d at least be safe there from Neil. 

Kate blinked. She had the courage to accept whatever 
resulted. And enough pride to wish the future to be a product 
of her own craftsmanship. 

The question was where to begin. With one small step, one 
careful decision at a time. New to the process, Kate still 
sensed the blunder in tackling too much in a single chunk. 
She’d face the problems as they arose, and resolve them with- 
out depending on other people. 

Absently she chewed a thumbnail. The day after tomorrow. 
This was the most immediate problem. She wanted to be with 
Link Reynolds. There were words to be spoken, loose ends to 
tie. She understood there could be no permanent resolution, 
but who dictated that she couldn’t spend these last hours with 
him? Society. Morality. Would she bow her head and allow 
propriety to make this decision for her? : 

No. She refused to allow a faceless “them” to decide how 
she would say good-bye to him. Kate’s mouth clamped. 

Throwing back the coverlet, she swung from the bed and 
pulled open the wardrobe doors, removing the black faille 
she’d worn to the duel. Moving rapidly, Kate flung off her 
nightgown and opened bureau drawers until she located her 
chemise, corset, stockings. After dressing, she brushed out her 
hair and arranged it simply beneath a small black hat. 

She stared at her image in the mirror. The pale face and 
determined jaw gave pause. Was she doing what Kate Calla- 
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han wanted to do? Leaning forward, she examined her eyes, 
the barometer of her emotions, and saw they were more blue 
than gray. Heart pounding, she reached for the latch. 

Both Pignalle and Claire looked up as she entered the 
studio. They sat at a candlelit table beneath rain-streaked 
windows. Releasing clasped hands, they smiled, tactfully not 
questioning her destination. 

Kate drew a breath, interlocking her fingers so they 
wouldn’t tremble. “I... ’'m going out for a while. Maybe I 
won't be back until . . . thé day after tomorrow.” She looked 
at the windows above their heads, feeling the heat in her 
cheeks. 

“The carriage is just outside,” Pignalle said softly. 

“Thank you. I. . .” She lowered her gaze to the floor, 
resisting an urge to explain, to beg forgiveness. 

“Kate. Wait a minute.” Claire approached, reaching into a 
deep pocket. Positioning her back between Pignalle and Kate, 
Claire lifted Kate’s hand and pressed something into her 
palm. 

“What ... 7” Kate stared at the small box in the center of 
her glove; then she slowly lifted the lid. Inside lay a square of 
sponge. A length of dark ribbon had been sewn securely to 
one end. 

Claire met her eyes with an even gaze. “Should you find 
_ yourself in need of ... protection . . . this will help.” 

Suddenly Kate understood. She stared at the box as her eyes 
slowly filled. “Thank you. I never thought to ask about . . .” 

Claire pulled her into a rough embrace. “Go to him,” she 
whispered. “God bless you both!” 

“Oh, Claire!” 

Then she ran through the rain and climbed into the dark 
mouth of a hired carriage: Rain thrummed against the roof- 
top, enclosing her in a cocoon of sound. The splattering 
cadence of the downpour, the accelerating thud of her heart- 
beat, the rush of blood singing through her pulse—sound vi- 
brated around her. 

When the carriage halted before a massive stone building, 
Kate stared from the cab window at lights reflecting in bro- 
ken puddles on the streets. People rushed past the hotel 
doors, raising or lowering hoods and umbrellas. It seemed to 
Kate there were a great many people. All of whom would 
cast one look toward her flaming cheeks and know she flew 
to the arms of a lover. Dear God! A drenched policeman 
clopped past the carriage, his horse’s hooves breaking the 
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puddled reflections into splinters of rainbow light. And Kate 
sucked in her breath, certain he would turn and stare. But he 
paid the carriage no attention. 

The cab door opened, and the driver unfurled a large drip- 
ping umbrella. He looked inside, and Kate felt positive his 
expressionless face masked a leer of knowledge. “Made- 
moiselle?” 

She didn’t move. Anxious eyes peered past the sheet of 
slanting rain, staring into an abyss. Beyond the hotel doors 
she saw a crowd of people drifting toward the dining rooms, 
the smoking rooms, the grand staircase. They belonged. They 
would know at a glance that she did not. 

Kate’s mind went suddenly blank, and she couldn't recall 
Reynolds’ room number to save her soul. She would have to 
inquire at the desk. No. That was impossible, beyond her ca- 
pabilities. 

The little box in her purse weighed like a chunk of con- 
crete. It would fall out. It would spill onto the lobby floor for 
all to see. | 

Lightning would strike from the heavens. 

She would be exposed as a shameless woman. 

Everyone in the hotel would know. 

“Mademoiselle?” 

She looked the driver square in the eye and firmed her 
chin. “I make my own decisions,” she snapped, and stepped 
from the carriage. 

The driver hastened across the pavement, holding the um- 
brella above her small hat until he saw her safely through the 
hotel doors. He was glad his shift was nearly over. Something 
about rain made people a little crazy. 
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ONcE INSIDE THE SPACIOUS HOTEL lobby, believing she had 
advanced too far to retreat, Kate felt the beginnings of a 
tremor deep inside. Licking her lips, she fumbled with the 
edges of her rain-wet cloak, pulling them tightly across her 
breast. 

Fluted marble pillars soared overhead, reaching toward 
shadowy ceiling murals. Duplicate fireplaces snapped and 
popped at each end of the lobby enclosure, combating the 
damp chill. To Kate’s dismay, the lobby was crowded, a 
result of the discouraging weather. Elegantly gowned women 
adorned in jewels and feathers waited beside darkly formal 
men before glass doors beyond which sounded the clink and 
glitter of silver and crystal. Doormen and baggage handlers, 
clerks and errand boys, bowed and scraped through the mill- 
ing guests, closing umbrellas, removing luggage, offering trays 
of wine and dainties, conspicuously available to serve a pa- 
tron’s whim. 

If anyone spoke to her, Kate knew she would faint. 

Imagination overpowered reason; no one paid her the 
slightest attention. 

Kate didn’t believe this for a second. 

Firming her chin, she stepped forward, moving stiffly 
toward a wide graceful curve of staircase stretching in red- 
carpeted splendor toward the first landing. To reach the stair- 
case entailed crossing a vast expanse of air and space. 
Black-and-white floor tiles rose and fell, undulating before 


_her stricken gaze. The enormous lobby, the glut of weather- 
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bound people, her purpose—all knotted into a ball of in- 
timidation pressing the air from her chest. 

And she knew-—knew in the fibers of fiesh and bone—she 
knew the hum of conversation condemned her. Everyone 
watched and whispered. Scandalized stares sank into her 
spine like arrows. Guilty imaginings colored every thought as 
Kate’s old enemy, “they,” surrounded her with awesome 
power. “They” knew everything. 

Shaking, Kate ground her teeth and placed one halting 
step, then another, her eyes fixed on the far staircase. Light 
perspiration broke across her forehead and dampened the 
palms inside her gloves. 

The staircase appeared to recede with each step. 

What if Link was not in his room? Her step faltered. Or 
suppose he opened the door, said, “Grow up, Irish,” and 
closed it? What if someone recognized she didn’t belong here 
and barred the way? 

Unconsciously Kate plucked at the ruffles above the collar 
of her cloak. Every ounce of willpower was required to hold 
her gait to a walk. She experienced a mad desire to lower her 
head and dash through the lobby at a run. Realizing she be- 
haved like a fool and yet unable to help herself, Kate gained 
the staircase and placed her boot upon the first step. She 
steadied herself against the railing, dizzy with relief. Immedi- 
ately the sense of foolishness deepened. What sort of idiot 
was she to congratulate herself for walking across a lobby? It 
was a shabby victory at best. When the final judgment sound- 
ed, she would not have bested “them.” i 

“t am what I am!” And if that sounded defensive, a little 
desperate, well, so be it. She couldn't change overnight. 

Small gloved hands twisted her purse handle, and a fresh 
quiver tightened her shoulders as her eyes slid toward the cor- 
ridor opening before her in luxurious silence. Behind one of 
those doors... | 

Kate’s spine stiffened. She yearned for one lovely memory 
to sustain her throughout the bleakness she envisioned ahead. 
One bittersweet remembrance of love. It wasn’t too much to 
ask of a lifetime. 

Moving with a firm step, her boots slid over rich carpeting, 
passed beneath flickering gaslight hissing behind crystal 
globes, moved beyond heavy oiled doors she prayed would 
not suddenly swing open. 

Then she stood before number 112, staring at her black 
glove poised inches above the wood, wincing at the sharp 
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constriction in her chest. Conflicting emotions darkened her 
eyes; twin demons of doubt and indecision. Once she 
knocked, there could be no retreat; she was committed. 

Kate wet her lips and watched as her glove descended, 
rapping solid wood. A dull sound echoed within. Briefly her 
eyes flickered the corridor. She could still run. If she acted 
now, this very instant, she could be halfway across the lobby 
and out of sight before the door opened. 

“Trish.” 

She hadn’t noticed the door open, but suddenly Reynolds 
filed the space, staring down at her from a great height. Be- 
hind him, a boy wearing a hotel uniform knelt before the 
hearth feeding wood into a fire. A silver tray rested atop a 
curving table—a bottle of expensive whiskey and a gleaming 
canister of ice. An array of cheese and dark breads. A bro- 
cade sofa, several red velvet chairs. A bed. Carved head- 
board, massive posters. The bed. 

“I...” The words dried on her lips, her throat closed, 
All Kate could do was stare helplessly into ebony eyes that 
surrounded, invaded, held her in a viselike grip. She dimly 
noticed he wore no jacket. From the bottom of her eyes she 
saw a white shirt open to the waist; a pale blue sling circled 
his neck, supporting his arm. 

She wished to heaven he would say something—anything, 
But he did not. Black eyes burned into hers, seeking, probing, 
questioning. Understanding. 

Without touching her, without breaking their locked gaze, 
Reynolds stepped backward, pulling her inside with the force 
of his stare. And those black, so-night-black eyes drew the 
strength from her limbs, left her weak and breathless. They 
shot smoldering heat past damp clothing and scorched within, 
moistening and warming secret hollows: And Kate felt more 
a woman than at any other time in. her life. She returned his 
stare, falling deeper and deeper into an ebony whirlpool. 

Without glancing from her lovely pale face, he addressed 
the boy. “Get out.” 

“Monsieur, the fire is not yet—” 

“Out,” Reynolds commanded softly, his voice hoarse vel- 
vet. “Get out. Now!” 

The boy shrugged and scurried past them. Kate heard the 
whisper of footsteps across carpet before Reynolds’ large 
hand reached past her and closed the door. 

He leaned against the wood, his face near enough to bathe 


327 


é 


her cheek in wine-scented warmth. The world shrank to two 
black suns burning above her. 

“Are you certain?” he whispered. “Very certain?” His 
voice thickened, husky, reaching into memory. And Kate un- 
derstood what he asked, and her knees dissolved and her 
heart threatened to leap from her breast. 

“J love you.” She hadn't planned this admission, hadn’t 
known what she would say. But the truth hung between them, 
shining. “And you're leaving.” She read the quick jump in his 
eyes and answered before he could question. “No, I can’t go 
with you.” She could not face a lifetime of hotel lobbies. 
“But I want this time with you because... because this is 
the end. I’ll never see you again.” 

“Never is a long time.” He watched her gaze drop to the 
blue sling, and his expression changed. Hard eyes touched her 
lips, and Kate’s heart jumped. She read nothing soft in those 
depths. Instead, something very like anger flickered there, 
something she didn’t understand. And then she thought she 
did. 

“You're anery. I... I’m sorry... you could have been 
killed.” She wet her lips, and her voice faltered to a whisper. 
“And Neil—he could have been .. i 

“Ves. And for what?” he asked, his voice too soft. “Be- 
cause you finally made a decision, but one day too late. Had 
you come when I asked you to get in the carriage...” 

Kate bowed her head. A part of her needed the chastise- 
ment in order to let it go. “I... J came now.” Her eyes 
lifted then and locked to his. “It’s a beginning.” 

His arm slid from the blue sling, and a challenge intensi- 
fied his stare. “How much of a beginning, Irish?” A band of 
‘ron circled her waist, knocking her cloak to the carpet. And 
he pulled her forward roughly, locking her hips. to his, his 
eyes probing as he brushed her against the surge between his 
legs, rising hard and hot. 

Kate closed her eyes, her head fell backward. “I... Oh, 
God... your arm. . .” Her lips formed the words, but 
only a dry whisper passed the tremble. The sling hung empty 
from his neck, forgotten; both hands held her against his hard 
body, rocking her hips, adjusting, sliding, teasing, forcing her 
to acknowledge his need, his urgency, his supremacy. 

And every thought spun from her mind until she under- 
stood nothing but the rigid heat throbbing against her stom- 
ach. Growing as she moaned against him, as his strong hands 
cupped her hips and moved her. Reducing her to basic 
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mindless flesh, to a building need which snatched her breath 
and cast reason to the winds of passion. And all the while his 
eyes burned down into her face. 

He swept her into his arms then, as easily as if his wound 
did not exist, as lightly as if she were weightless, and he 
strode past the small tables and velvet chairs and then a 
softness cushioned her quivering body, a pillow cradled her 
head. And he stared down, ravishing her with hungry eyes. 
He threw up her skirts with one rough swift movement and 
tore down mended silk pantaloons. His eyes flickered and 
grew hard, and he groaned at the sight of milky flesh and the 
silken dark thicket. He ripped open the catch at his waist. 

“Yes,” Kate whispered, shaking. “Yes!” 

Then his weight pushed into the bed, yes, and she felt the 
heat of powerful legs insistently forcing apart her thighs, yes, 
then a hand touching, guiding liquid fire through the dark 
forest, yes, and then . . . oh, God, and then .. . she bit off a 
scream as a rod of flame thrust upward into ‘her body, yes, 
yes, yes, and filled the moist emptiness to bursting and shot 
through flesh and mind, yes, yes, exploding in urgency and 
raw need. 

Bottomless ebony filled her vision, eyes so deep and intense 
they swallowed, they gathered and held and consumed. His 
black gaze saturated her senses, probed her wide-flaring eyes 
as his body punished with deep hard thrusts, measuring out 
anger and desire. And her head flung backward into the pil- 
low as she cried out and arched to meet each plunge, her 
nails raking the soft linen covering his back, accepting the 
punishment, cauterizing the guilts. And she exonerated herself 
in the fire of passion that seared hot and molten where bodies 
met and cleansed in liquid flame. 

_ A violent pounding sang through her ears; her body spun 
out in a fine taut line of explosive urgencies and a frantic 
hunger which frightened in its intensity. He took her roughly, 
his passion raw .and punishing and satisfying a need Kate had 
not previously understood. That need, that desperate need, 
had boiled beneath a controlled surface, building pressure 
and immediacy until it burst from her like a volcano spewing 
lava, in violence and wild disregard for anything but fire and 
release and him. Him. 

The twin suns burned darkly above her, exploding into her 
eyes, her soul, sparking across a black universe. She could not 
look away. She saw beads of moisture appear across his 
brow, knew her own face shone with exertion and frenzy. 
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Yes, yes! Their bodies bruised and battled, opening, plunging, 
clinging, and demanding no less than all. 

His shirt dampened and molded straining muscle, bulging 
beneath her urging fingers. And the volcano inside Kate 
throbbed. and swelled and shot quivering tension along every 
aching nerve, and she heard a woman's hoarse groan plead- 
ing, begging, felt inner forces rush toward a molten bubbling. 
center, and she arched upward as his body tensed over her, his 
arms gathering her tighter, tighter, his eyes smoldering into 
her most intimate thoughts and cravings. : 

He held her teetering at the very edge of fiery explosion. - | 

“Oh! Please, please!” 

But his body slowed to sweet punishment, entering and 
withdrawing in altered rhythm, in lazy measured strokes, toy- 
ing, deliberately teasing her with the instrument of exquisite 
torment. A tide of rapture, agonizingly near, ebbed, leaving 
her raw and shaking on the brink of pain, exposed and vul- 
nerable as she gasped and thrashed across the pillow, whim- 
pering, her fists unconsciously beating his chest, her body 
shimmering on the verge of the abyss. 

His eyes, his eyes! Watching her, gauging, measuring. And 
he kept her suspended in delicious agony, unable to proceed, 
unable to retreat. Rocking, falling, then caught, off balance, | 
strung between torture and ecstasy. 

“Link! Link, I beg you!” She gasped for each ragged 
breath. Her fingers clawed at swelling muscle, pleading, and 
she lived only where their bodies came together in the slick 
wet fires of creation. Desperate in her need, hungry for re- 
lease, Kate stared upward into hot searing eyes. “Please!” 

He stared, then his hard mouth crushed her lips, and her 
arms flew to circle his neck, pulling him closer, deeper, 
harder, until all control vanished in the blind, storming 
cadence of passion. And each bruising thrust was eagerly met 
by the rhythmic instinct of her. own consuming urgency. “an 

“Yes!” Kate cried against his neck. “Oh, yes!” And her 
body shuddered in unison with his as waves of contracting 
darkness exploded behind her lids, traveled the length of her 
flesh, clung and released, opened and closed. Again and yet 
again, sweeping each breath in its path, leaving her weakly at 
the mercy of rapture’s whirlwind, weeping softly, happily in 
his arms, clasping his head to her shoulder and stroking damp 
curls beneath her shaking fingers. 

When at last he lifted his head and looked at her through 
eyes now soft, she still felt his strength within her. Gentle 
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kisses brushed her damp forehead. She closed her eyes and 
smiled drowsily as warm fingers moved a strand of wet hair 
from her cheek. 

“Irish,” he whispered, his voice rich and deep. He stared 
from serious eyes. Those wonderful liquid velvet eyes. “You 
look ridiculous.” A smile broadened into a grin as he looked 
into her face. 

Kate’s mouth dropped, and she stared. Of all the things he 
might have said . . . Quickly her mind took inventory. And a 
responding smile curved her swollen lips. “I’m still wearing 
my hat.” Crushed and tilted over one eye. 

“And your boots.” 

Shoes. Memory widened her smile. “And all my clothes.” 

Gently he removed the long hat pins and sailed her hat 
over the side of the bed before reaching for her jacket but- 
tons. She watched him, eyes soft and shining, as he removed 
her jacket, then her blouse and skirt. 

“My God! Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?” 

More than anything she wanted to be beautiful for him. 
Almost shyly Kate hastily peeked at the swell of breast 
mounding past the lace edging her chemise, seeing how her 
satin corset accentuated an hourglass curve of hips and 
breasts. Beneath a ruffled petticoat hem, her stocking feet 
peeped, small and tapered. She smiled at her toes as he lifted 
her to a sitting position and gathered her against his chest, so 
close she felt his heartbeat against her breasts, strong and 
steady. And her cheek lay gently against the swath of ban- 
dages beneath his shirt. She slid her fingers inside his collar 
and touched the gauze there before he caught her hand and 
guided it to the stirring between his thighs. 

Their eyes met, and suddenly Kate felt a fresh flood of 
heat and moisture. She helped him unlace her corset, and she 
pulled off her underthings until she lay naked beneath his 
smoldering stare. She gazed at him in shy pride, letting her 
eyes travel slowly over his lean, powerful masculinity, mar- 
veling at the beauty and strength of nature’s design. 

His hand touched her cheek, then reached and carefully re- 
moved the pins from her hair, tumbling the glossy black river 
_across her swelling nipples. Catching one long curl between 
his fingers, he brought it to his lips. “Like silk,” he groaned, 
“like perfumed silk.” 

Her small hands slid inside his shirt, moving across a crisp 
dark carpet. She eased the damp material past his wounded 
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shoulder and down, wanting the warmth of his broad chest 
against her naked breasts. | 

Breasts that ached and trembled beneath searching lips. 
The tips grew rosy hard as his tongue teased in ever-tighter 
rings, coaxing, warming, tracing circles of sweet fire. 

This time they met in tenderness and slow delight, explor- 
ing gently, with lovers’ wonder, marveling each new discov- 
ery, each small surprise.’ Touching, caressing, hands and | 
tongues meeting then withdrawing in the search to give ever 
greater pleasure, until trembling flesh could tolerate, no. fur- 
ther sensation, until straining bodies clung in an ecstasy spiral- 
ing beyond earthly limits, bursting into a vast space of melting 
heat and blazing joy. 

Link cupped her face, his large hands gentle and warm, his 
eyes soft with timeless emotion. “I love you. I have always 
loved you. Always.” 

Her heart sang to his whisper. Happiness glowed from her 
face, turned her eyes the color of a rushing stream, and she 
interlaced her fingers with his, unable to quench the need for 
touching. “I love you. With every breath, I love you!” The 
wonder of it, the joy of it, poured from her heart, shone in 
her soft gaze. | 

“Ags much as you'd love something cold to drink?” The | 
black eyes teased; his lips touched the corner of her mouth. 

She covered his face with tiny kisses, his eyelids, his brow, 
the shadowed hollow beneath his lower lip, the tip of bis ear. 
“T love you almost as much as that.” She laughed. 

He gave her bottom a light spank and crossed the room to 
pour glasses of ice water. Immediately Kate felt the loss of 
him and intuitively knew this sudden emptiness would over- 
an her in the future. Would memory be enough to fill the | 
void? : 

Cringing, she shuddered from the future, turning her face 
into the pillow where his head had lain. Tomorrow did not | 
exist, might never happen; there was only now, this moment. 
She stretched in the warmth his body had left, listening to 
the comfortable splatter of rain against the windowpanes, and 
she decided she would grasp each moment eagerly, greedily, 
storing the joy and love and happiness against the remaining 
years of her life. 

“Come here,” he commanded softly, pointing fo a chair he 
had positioned before the fire. “In a minute you'll chill.” He 
fashioned a nest for her within the velvet wings of the chair, 
wrapped a blanket around her body, gentle as he touched the 
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bruises along her ribs. “We’re a pair of wounded pups.” He 
smiled. He tucked the folds of material beneath her toes and 
opened a space for one arm. After wrapping a large towel 
about his waist, he touched his glass to hers. 

“To success. To the good things which make life worth- 
while.” 

Kate smiled, but privately she thought it a strange toast. A 
brief cloud frowned across her forehead; surely he didn’t 
think of business now? She dismissed the thought as quickly 
as it surfaced. Although she didn’t understand, she sensed the 
toast was bound to her. And if it surprised, well, Link Reyn- 
olds was a master of the unexpected. 

“To the good things which make life worthwhile,” she re- 
peated, lifting the ice water. But before she satisfied her 
thirst, Kate paused. He was the only thing which could make 
her life worthwhile. And she could never be his. She was 
married. A sharp dart of pain quivered in her heart. 1 won’t 
think of these things now! She swallowed the clear cold 
water, thinking nothing had ever tasted as sweet. “Thank you, 
this is wonderful,” she said. “One of the very good things in 
life.” She intended the words as a gentle tease, but she saw he 
didn’t hear them in that fashion. 

Link smiled and lowered himself to the carpet. “Anything 
you really want is one of life’s good things. It can be as 
simple as a scrap of food, or a drink of water, or peace of 
mind, or a new hat... a painting, a mansion... a 
woman.” He faced the fire, his back against her legs, his head 
lightly resting on her knees. “What constitutes success and 
what defines life’s good things depends on situation and view- 
point. No two people view success in the same manner.” 

“And you?” Kate asked curiously, touching a gleam of fire- 
light chasing through his hair. “What is success to Link Reyn- 
olds?” 

He didn’t answer immediately, as she’d expected. Instead 
he rose and brought the tray to a table beside her. He added 
a splash of whiskey to their glasses and spread a piece of 
thick dark bread with cheese, handing it to her. Again he set- 
tled on the carpet against her legs. He lit a thin cigar, blowing 
a screen of fragrant blue toward the fire, listening to the rain 
beyond the draperies. 

“Once success meant nothing more than a heated room 
and a real bed,” he answered finally, staring into the flames. 
“Then an entire house and expensive furnishings. Eventually 
success grew to demand an empire of houses and offices and 
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apartments and accumulations.”. He smoked silently, absently 
rattling the ice in his glass. “Now? I’m not certain anymore. 
Maybe success, real sticcess, isn’t just a balance sheet. It oc- 
curs to me that many a money-poor man considers himself a 
success—perhaps justly. Maybe the process is more a func- 
tion of inner peace than of outer show.” A slow curl drifted 
toward the crackling flames. “Perhaps true success is more 
what a person is than what he has.” He stared into the 
hearth. | 

They sat in companionable silence, Reynolds smoking, 
Kate nibbling her bread and cheese. No feast had ever tasted 
as marvelous. 

“How about you, Irish? What is success to you?” 

“Money,” Kate answered promptly, wiping crumbs from 
her lips. “Acceptance and respect. With money you don’t 
have to be afraid: You can be whoever you wish to be. The 
whole world opens like a playground; people don’t turn their 


‘backs on you. You don’t have to worry about anything! No 


one can hurt you if you have money. You can’t be happy or 
successful without it!” 

Kate’s eyes hardened-to stone as she stared into the fire, 
the bread and cheese forgotten in her lap. The intensity of 
her response startled her. But when she thought of what the 
lack of money had cost her... 

Her New York friends, her peace of mind. Lack of money 
had prompted The Plum—she didn’t yet know the full extent 
of the price she would pay for that. And Jackie, Jackie didn’t 
have a grave of his own for lack of money. She had experi- 
enced both ends of the financial scale, and money was the 
only yardstick of success. Without it one was less than noth- 
ing, helpless. One did not count. Without money all you 
could look forward to was potter’s field. Lf she had learned 
one thing, this was it, and she’d learned the lesson well. 

“Once I might have agreed with you, Katie girl, but no 
longer. I don’t believe money defines success. I think it’s an 
offshoot of some types of success, yes, but money in itself 
means nothing. Consider for a moment. ... You don’t re- 
quire money to be whoever you want to be—you can’t buy 
character like a new pair of stockings. That grows from 
within. And what value would you place on the friends 
money buys? Would you prefer Mary Margaret Worthington 
as a friend, or Claire Grant?” 

Kate didn’t answer. 

“Think back. You worried when you had money. Different 
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worries, to be certain, not as basic, but worries just the same. 
Didn’t you worry about the right invitations? About flirta- 
tions? About conflicting engagements? Your social position? 
Crossing Broadway during rush hour?’ He smiled faintly. 
“They seem petty concerns now, but once they were very 
teal. Money doesn’t buy freedom from worry. No, I think 
success comes from within, not from something bought and 
paid for.” | 

Her face plainly stated she was not convinced. 

He turned then, one side of his serious face bathed in 
golden firelight, the other carved by shadow. “Suppose for a 
moment that you had money. As much money as you could 
ever need or want. Right now, this minute.” 

A wave of bitterness coursed through her frame. “Right 
now? If I had money right now, it would make no difference 
in my life—none whatsoever.” She tasted the whiskey and 
made a face. “The money would belong to Neil. By law. He 
took everything once, he’d do so again. I wouldn’t have 
money, Neil would have money; and I'd be lucky to see a 
single sou.” - 

Reynolds nodded soberly. “Yes. I’ve considered that. It’s a 
problem.” He spoke more to himself than to Kate. 

Her eyes lifted. “If you’re thinking of ... of giving me 
. money...” A blush deepened the fire warmth in her cheeks. 
“J... I couldn’t possibly accept. It’s out of the question.” 

She allowed a curtain of black hair to hide her face as she 
rapidly sifted her thoughts. As badly as she needed money, 
she rejected Reynolds as the source. An exchange of money 
would put an ugly connotation on her coming here. Plus, 
pride refused his charity. To turn to him now would negate 
her new resolve. It would be a crushing defeat. 

“Would you have refused to discuss money if Neil had 
died this morning?” 

Kate met his stare steadily, her eyes flickering from gray to 
blue to a violet shade between. She told him about Gyp then. 
“But even without Gyp’s threat, I honestly did not want you 
to... to kill Neil.” Cradling her glass between her palms, 
Kate tilted her head and examined the ceiling. “At first I 
thought I wanted Neil dead—you guessed right about that. 
But when I looked inside myself, I couldn’t wish anyone 
dead.” 

“Do you understand you’re in danger? I have to leave, 
Irish, I can’t_be here to protect you. If you won’t come with 
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me, you'll have to face this yourself.” Gently he guided her 
face until her eyes met his. , 

“Ves” Kate whispered. “I understand the risk. But if Neil 
had died, it would have been as if I'd pulled the trigger my- 
self. I couldn’t have lived with that.”.Her eyes dropped to his 
arm, now within the sling. “You don’t know how much I 
wish this hadn’t happened.” | 

‘He smiled, his thumb caressed her lips. “It looks worse 
than it is.” 

Kate closed her eyes and laid her cheek against his palm. 
“Everything you said was correct. I’ve avoided responsibility 
for myself, given the decisions to everyone but me.” She 
stared into his eyes. “But from now on, I'll make my own 
way. The errors and victories will be mine alone.” 

She thought she read approval, maybe even pride within 
his dark eyes. 

She drew a breath. “That’s why I won’t accept any help 
from you. For the first time in my life, I'm willing to test my 
own resources, to discover who I really am, if I deserve the 
belief my father had in me.” Link started to say something, 
thought better of it, and tightened his mouth. “I want... 
no, I need to make my own successes, I need to find my own 
solutions.” She continued slowly, feeling her way as she 
spoke. “Maybe you're right that success is something inside, 
but I need to discover this for myself. To accept help would 
be to march along the same old path. Can you understand 
that? I don’t want your money, I want to grow. I want to be 
my Own person.” Even as she spoke, Kate hadn't the remotest 
idea how to accomplish these grand aims. But she had to try. 

A small waver played at her lips. “Maybe I'll live to regret 
this...” 

Reynolds took her glass and set it on the tray; then he en- 
folded her hands within his and stared deeply into her eyes, 
searching. “Irish. Are you very certain of what you're saying 
here? Because money is not one of your problems. In New 
York—” 

She held up a hand. “Money is one of my problems. But 
Pil solve it on my own. I’m through looking to other people 
for solutions. I have to know I can survive on my own.” She 
was anything but certain of the words falling from her lips. 
Her resolve teetered on an unsteady base. It would be so 
easy, so pitifully easy to allow Link to solve the problem. 
Money would make such a difference to her future, whatever 
that future was fated to be. Right now it loomed as a blank 
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y page upon which no plans were inscribed. Still, she clung 

| fiercely to her pride and to a kernel of strength, protecting it 
as it grew. She would survive on her own resources. She 
would make her own decisions, assume responsibility for her 
own future. And despite the pain of growing, she’d emerge 
with pride and the knowledge that she had at least tried. 

“Very well.” Reynolds spoke slowly, and again Kate had 
the curious feeling that he bit back additional words, hid 
something he would rather have discussed. “If you believe 

| you must do this, for whatever reasons,” 

“I do.” Her steady gaze confirmed the statement. And a 

| glow of satisfaction warmed her eyes. She’d made another in- 
dependent decision, a hard one. 

“If ever you need anything, if you regret this decision or 
find yourself in impossible circumstances, I want you to—” 

| “I know.” And now Kate lowered her head, her bravery 

| evaporating, her eyes filling. There was something she needed. 
She needed Link Reynolds. She needed his bolstering 
strength, his belief in her, his love; needed him like she 
needed food and shelter and air. But he was unreachable, he 
would be half a world away, and he could not, could never 
be a part of her future. 

His hands tightened painfully, as if he read her thoughts. 
“This is nonsense! Forget about testing yourself and all the 
rest. Come back to New York with me, where you belong!” 

Pain and shock jolted the moisture from her eyes; she had 
hoped he wouldn't put it into words, “I can’t! How would it 
look?” In her agitation she blurted the first words that came 
into her head. “I love you! But... but I’m not made for ho- 
tel trysts .. . I can’t do this again!” With all her soul she 
wished she were free to do as he asked. “The scandal. 1 . ss 
I couldn’t face anyone! We'd be pariahs, outcasts!” — 

“Listen to me. No one in New York knows what happened 
to you. You simply vanished. No one knows you married.” 

“But J know! New York society mingles with Paris society 
every season! Right now no one knows me, but when The 
Plum goes on display . . . if it’s as successful as Pig hopes 
-.. who knows what will happen then? We’d live in constant 
fear! ThenI...we... The scandal would...1...” 

“Is this your decision?” he asked softly, almost mocking 
but not quite. Again Kate felt as if she’d failed a test. 

She rubbed the back of her hand across her lips and shook 
waist-length hair from her face. Was it her decision? Or a 
concession to society? To rules disallowing happiness, In the 
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end, she realized it didn’t matter. She hadn’t the strength to 
face the consequences of following her heart. Her throat 
closed. He asked too much, Kate was growing, but the 
process was slow and gradual, a dark tunnel filled with uncer- 
tain twists and discoveries; one day she would step out the 
end, but it couldn’t happen all of a piece; she wasn’t ready to 
emerge, clothed in a new value system, armored against the 
“theys” and “thems” of the world. Someday, hopefully, she 
could do so, but not yet. Not even if she desired it with all 
her aching heart. 

“Kate, look at me. I’m leaving for New York the morning 
after next.” 

But she couldn’t meet his eyes. Kate covered her face, un- 
able to bear his expression. “I know, I know! And I can’t 
stand it!” Now the tears broke and sobs convulsed her shoul- 
ders. : 

For a long time he didn’t speak, but she felt him looking at 
her. Then he smoothed her hair and took her hands, pulling 
her gently from the nest of blankets. He laid her on the car- 
pet and tenderly traced the play of firelight and shadow 
across her naked body. And she saw his rising need. 

“We're together now,” he whispered, his voice sending a 
shiver through her mind. “We have tonight and tomorrow.” 
He bent over her. “And there is much you haven’t learned.” 

A tear rolled from her lashes; then she moaned softly as 
his mouth teased lower, and she cried out when his lips and 
tongue explored a moist readiness. She whimpered and sur- 
rendered to an ecstasy she hadn’t dared dream. 
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K are WOKE BEFORE DAWN. DARKNESS hugged the windows, 
too dense to guess if the drizzle had ended or if the skies con- 
tinued to threaten. For a time she lay quietly, nestled against 
the steady rise and fall of warmth curled about her naked- 
ness, lifted her fingers to cover the hand cupping her breast. 
And she closed her eyes, the better to experience the totality 
of the man around her. -She wanted to imprint him on her 
senses, wanted to store his warmth, the pressure of -his firm 
lean flesh, the smell of man and love and linen sheets. She 
commanded mind and body to remember, strained to ace 
cumulate each tiny sensation, each small movement he made, 
each soft breath he drew, and she gathered them into a pre- 
cious jewel of memory. 

A point of worry appeared between her brows. She experi- 
enced a curious feeling of detachment, almost as if her emo- 
tions were insulated by thick wrappings. Inquisitive, Kate 
probed her mind with a Cautious finger of thought, then sharp- 
ly withdrew, smothering a cry. The detachment was a pro- 
tective device, masking emotion until it could be safely dealt 
with. Later: not now. 

Reynolds would leave in two hours, 

He would sail out of her life, taking his vitality, his energy, 
his love, leaving behind a hollow void which nothing could 
fill. Already Kate sensed the world beyond the dark windows, 
cold, uncaring, lonely. 

She shivered into his body seeking warmth against an inner 
chill, but not so insistently as to wake him, And ‘she stared 
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into the pillow and wondered how life would be possible 
without him, what she would do. 

Salvage what was possible, go on somehow. Alone. And 
later, as she could bear the pain, she would tap into her 
memories. Use them to bolster her courage when her spirit 
lagged. Kate foresaw nothing to encourage optimism. But no 
matter what lay ahead, she had seized these hours for herself; 
she had known love. And that was more than some women 
would ever have. 

Carefully, moving by inches, she eased from beneath 
Link’s arm, aching inside as the warmth slid away. Then she 
held her breath as he shifted in his sleep, adjusting the sore 
shoulder. She slipped silently onto the rug beside the bed, 
wrapping her arms about her cold body, and she tiptoed to 
the chair where she had casually piled her clothing last night. 

Kate fumbled with her corset laces in the darkness. It was 
cowardly to slip away before he woke, she knew. But she 
could not face the emotional wrenching of good-bye. Frantic 
whispers, clinging kisses, and the word “last” blowing through 


two minds. The finish to something never really begun. No, 


she didn’t possess that kind of strength—not today. 

She dressed rapidly, then stepped to the hearth and moved 
the screen aside, bending to drop a box and sponge upon the 
embers, watching as they fiared briefly, then curled into ash, 
And she knew in her heart the sponge had served its purpose. 
Kate could not have explained her certainty; it simply was. She 
was not pregnant. And for a foolish choking moment she 
wished it were otherwise, wished she carried his seed within 
her womb, knowing all the while how disastrous this would 
have been. She stared into the coals, seeing for the moment the 
might-have-beens of her life. | 

Then she straightened and reached inside her reticule, with- 
drawing a packet of folded pages penned on hotel stationery 
while Link had been out finishing business, arranging their 
meals. She hesitated, searching the shadowy gloom for a loca- 
tion he would not fail to notice. And smiled as her eyes 
settled on a pile of banknotes nearly covering the bureau top. 
The mound of notes had mysteriously floated about the suite, 
surfacing beside her purse no matter how frequently she had 
tactfully removed it. 

Kate propped the letter against the banknotes, then bowed 
her head and touched her fingertips to her temples, mentally 
reading the contents, 
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first faint brilliance of false dawn. P 


My dearest love, 

From the bottom of my heart I thank you for the 
happiest hours of my life. I will never forget what we 
have shared; this time with you will live to warm all the 
rest of my days. 

I wish I could go with you; a part of me shall. But I 
cannot, for reasons both valid and foolish. I know you 
don’t agree, but I hope you will try to understand. 

I am what I am, my love, a flawed person struggling 
to be better than I am, not yet grown-up enough to 
scorn public opinion. Perhaps I.never will be. Not every- 
one is like you, my darling, strong enough to face down 
the rules. I don’t know yet if I can ever do so. 

I do know I love you. With all my heart and soul I 
love you. But that knowledge comes too late. Surely you 
agree that we have no future. 

This must be the end. To wait and hope is pointless. 
The only way we can be together is at the expense of 
another’s life. And the duel proved neither of us can ac- 
cept such a price. Therefore you must forget me. I know 
if our situations were reversed, this is what you would 
advise me, and if you look into your heart, you will real- 
ize I am right. 

Whatever your future holds, my darling Link, what- 
ever new love you may find, please know I wish you 
happiness. And know also that I loved you enough to re- 
lease you. . 

I have but one request. And I beg you to. grant it. Ac- 
cept this as the end; it cannot be otherwise if we are to 
live without pain. To see you and be reminded of the 
hopelessness would be a torment beyond enduring. Thus 
I ask that you not attempt to find me or contact me in 
the future. Please understand and do as I ask. No, I can- 
not say good-bye, not even in a letter, 

I love you. 

Kate 


She rubbed the ache in her temples, fighting an urge to 
fling the pages into the embers and rush back to the drowsy 
warmth of his arms. She marveled that one breath followed 
another with steady regularity; she felt as if she were dying 
by degrees, watching the process through a mist of detach- 
ment. 


Kate glanced toward the windows, gauging the hour by the 
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ink-tinted gray softened 


=== 


the panes. It would be a clear day, then. The rain had moved 
inside. 

Kate knew she should leave now, go before he chanced to 
wake, but she didn’t move. Wounded eyes slowly traveled the 
room, engraving it on memory, straining in the dim gray to : 
see the furnishings, the fabrics, the accoutrements of happi- 3 
ness. 

Then it was time. 

Moving woodenly, silently, she approached the bed and 
knelt, adoring his face, strong even in sleep, watching his fea- | 
tures swim and blur as she pressed her. gloves against her lips 
to smother the strangulation of grief. Unable to restrain her- 
self, Kate leaned and kissed his lips, as lightly as a whisper. 

And he stirred, murmuring her name before he settled again 
into the pillow, his tangled curls impossibly dark against the 
white linen. 

She would see his face whenever she closed her lids. She 
would see him in crowds and at the windows of passing car- 
riages. His face would appear in ghostly memory throughout 
the rest of her life. A trembling finger reached, almost 
touched, then withdrew, and she pushed to her feet. Feeling 
three times her age, Kate crossed to the bureau, hesitated, 
then removed a banknote to hire a cab. 

At the doorway she paused, torturing herself with one last | 
glance, seeing nothing in the quiet shadows, but imagining ev- 
erything. With a small choking sound she stepped into the 
hallway and pulled the door closed softly behind her. 

Then she was running down the silent corridor, down the 
staircase and across the lobby, darkly still and empty now ex- 
cept for a startled night clerk who looked up from his desk as 
her boots clattered across the black-and-white tiles. 

Blindly Kate pushed through the doors and stumbled past 
the doorman, resplendent in gold braid, and she ran through 
damp vacant streets until her lungs felt ready to burst and the 
tears finally dried on her cheeks. 

Here and there vagrants rose from the gutters like tattered 
wraiths, yawning and slapping rainwater from canvas tarps. 
Early-rising shopkeepers unfurled their awnings, and some 
glanced up as Kate passed, mistaking the dead, lost ex- 
pression in her eyes and shaking their heads at the destruc- 
tion of the streets. Night scavengers faded from trash bins. A 
lamplighter shuffled from pole to pole, extinguishing small 
spitting flames. Above, an upper-story window banged open 
and a foul cascade of liquid splashed down across Kate’s hem, 
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A carriage echoed over the paving stones, and the driver 
pulled a watch from his vest pocket, examined it with a 
weary frown, replaced it. 

Kate saw nothing, heard nothing. Paris stirred toward the 
new morning while one small psleniteant soul shriveled. And 
wandered aimlessly. 

She had no idea how far or how long she walked, hearing 
private whispers, staring into scenes which existed only in 
memory, but suddenly the streets were crowded, carriages 
rattled past with noisy regularity, the sun shone warmly over- 
head, and sidewalk tables filled with chattering customers 
grateful for the sun’s return, their mouths watering at the 
drifting aroma of freshly baked brioche and rich dark coffee. 
Noise and smell and activity expanded into the new day. . 

And Kate abruptly realized that she walked the streets 
alone, like the most brazen cocotte. And felt a little sick that 
even now she worried about appearances. But once the 
awareness surfaced, she could not suppress it. She hailed the 
first empty cab, whispered Pignalle’s address, and hid inside. 

Claire flung open the door, took one look at Kate’s face, 
then enfolded her in a rough embrace. “Oh, my dear! Come 
inside, come inside.” 

Within minutes Claire roused the household. A steaming 
tub appeared in the kitchen, the cook was chased away, and 
Kate found herself undressed and surrounded by scented 
water. The hot liquid tugged at the tensions in her body, 
seeped past a sudden violent chill. She rested her head on the 
rim of the tub and closed her eyes, wrapping her arms 
around her ribs and holding tight, trapping the scream of 
pain inside. 

Claire hastily tied an apron around her gown and ran a 
soft sponge over Kate’s glistening skin. She made soothing 
noises deep in her throat, added hot water, massaged taut 
neck muscles. 

“He’s gone.” Kate didn’t need to glance at the clock beside 
the crockery; she’d wandered the streets until an inner alarm 
told her the paddleboat to Le Havre had sailed. She traced 
his route with her heart. 

“We thought perhaps .. .” Claire removed Kate’s hairpins, 
and a heavy black mass tumbled into the water, floating 
around pale shoulders. “T think we both hoped that you...” 

“No.” The answer was flat, dull. Kate remembered walking 
through the hotel lobby. “Living in the shadows is all it could 
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ever be. I couldn’t . . .” And now her voice broke, sinking to 
a whisper. “But I love him! I love him-so much it hurts!” 

Claire lowered her eyes, frustrated at an inability to com- 
fort, experiencing a pang of guilt at her own happiness. She 
toweled Kate’s limp body, wrapped her in a warm robe, then 
seated her at the table and poured a cup of coffee foaming 
with steamed milk. | : 

Kate blinked at the cup before lifting it to her lips. She felt 
a spark of amazement that appetites survived even as the 
spirit withered. 

“Are you decent in there?” a deep voice called from be- 
yond the kitchen door. “Ready or not, here I come.” 

Claire smiled and prepared another coffee, ‘unconsciously 
adding a little more sugar, a touch more cream, then setting 
it on the table. Pignalle thanked her by stretching on his toes 
and brushing her cheek with a quick kiss. But Claire refused 
to release him so easily. She captured his cheeks between her 
palms and kissed him soundly on the lips. She smiled into his 
eyes. “Kate is family, Hercule. We insult her by behaving as 
if she were a stranger.” 

He cleared his throat. “I don’t want to embarrass you.” 

“Hercule, I would be proud to accept your kiss in the 
middle of rush hour on the busiest corner in the world.” 

“Ah, God! What did I ever do to deserve this marvelous 
woman?” He threw out his hands and addressed the ceiling. 
“Thank you!” he added fervently. He pulled his chair nearer 
Claire’s, close enough that hands would brush when either of 
them moved. Claire smiled. : 

Pignalle tasted his coffee, then turned sober eyes to Kate. 
“T saw him off,” he said quietly. 

Kate’s eyes closed and her hands whitened around the cup. 
Link had gone then, really gone. Deep inside she’d resisted 
believing, hoped this was only some kind of test. Reynolds 
wouldn’t really leave. But he had. Reality stung her eyes. 

“He entrusted me with a letter for you.” Pignalle’s voice 
softened gruffly as he laid a long thin envelope near her cup. 
He and Claire watched as Kate reached a shaking hand, then 
tore past the seal. Discreetly they looked aside. 

Kate’s breath caught around a sudden pebble lodged in her 
throat. Link’s bold hand jumped from the page; she heard his 
deep voice speaking in her ear: i 


My darling Irish, | 
Forget you? How can you be so foolish? My love, you 
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have allowed your newfound zeal for decision-making 
to exceed the realm of possibility. By all means exercise 
the right and ability to make decisions; but allow me to 
make my own. 

I have no intention of forgetting you. You belong to 
me; that will never change. And I will wait until hell 
freezes if necessary. I trust you’ll come to your senses 
before then. 

Promise not to find you? Like hell, Irish. I promise to 
give you the time to discover yourself and prove what- 
ever you must. But not a second more. When the time is 
right, I'll be there. And I won’t accept no for an answer. 
Not again. 

Grow up, my darling—but hurry. 

Link 

P.S. It was cowardly to sneak out. 


Smiling through a curtain of tears, Kate reread the page, 
hearing his exasperation, sensing his vitality in every syllable. 
And not believing for an instant in his optimism. It was fin- 
ished. But she would have this letter as tangible evidence that 
she hadn’t invented him; their brief time together had been 
real. 

She folded the page against her breast, and her eyes shone 
damply. She would be all right now—somehow she would be 
all right. She’d made a terrible mistake in believing. she was 
alone; as long as she loved him, Link Reynolds would be with 
her always, only. a thought away. 

Claire and Pignalle watched the color return to her cheeks, 
and Pignalle lifted an eyebrow. “That Reynolds must have a 
way with a phrase.” He smiled. “You're feeling better.” 

Kate nodded, wiping the last trace of moisture from her 
lashes. She swallowed a mouthful of coffee, feeling the 
warmth spread through her stomach. And to her surprise she 
managed a genuine smile. “I’m going to be fine, I’m a Calla- 
han.” She said it as if that explained everything. | 

“Oui, well . . .” Now Pignalle reached inside his coat 
pocket and withdrew a long official-looking packet. He 
smoothed the pages against the table and smiled at Claire. 
“Reynolds insisted on giving us a wedding gift.” He paused 
dramatically, eyes sparkling, drawing out the moment, 

“What is it?” 

_ “Guess.” 
Claire laughed. “Hercule!” 
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“It’s the deed to this building!” Happiness danced from his 
eyes as he observed Claire’s dawning comprehension. “Link 
Reynolds bought this building for us! It’s ours! The studio, 
our apartment, and the two apartments on the other side. I’ve 
wanted to buy it for years, but never managed to save 
enough. And now it’s ours! We'll have an income if I never 
sell another painting, and if anything ever happens to me, 
you'll be taken care of!” 

“T can’t believe it!” Claire blinked at the deed as if it might 
vanish at any moment. “Link bought the whole building? For 
us?” She looked from Pignalle to Kate, speechless. 

And suddenly all three were hugging and laughing and 
speaking at once. An inventory was needed immediately, the 
tenants should be informed of their new landlord; there were 
minor repairs to be made, and the courtyard could definitely 
benefit from a resident owner’s care, new benches and pos- 
sibly a table large enough for summer dining, and certainly a 
pot or two for flowers, or did Claire and Kate think a small 
vegetable plot would. be advisable? 

Kate listened, adding small suggestions, enjoying their 
brimming happiness. Silently she thanked Reynolds for mak- 
ing this possible; now she understood the “business” he’d in- 
sisted on completing. 

“When is the wedding?” she asked, seizing a momentary 
pause. Pignalle had nearly blanketed the table with paper, 
drawing out alterations they might make one day, sketching a 
possible addition to the left wing, plotting various new looks 
for the courtyard. 

“The week after next,” Claire answered. “After the Salon 
opens and we have the reaction to The Plum behind us. And 
the weather should be more dependable by then. We thought 
we'd have a simple wedding followed by a reception in the 
courtyard. Hercule is making arrangements for a week in the 
Alps...” 

Fresh paper appeared, and the beginnings of a guest list 
took form, quickly filling the page. 

Claire stared and rolled her eyes. “Kate has two names, 
and I have two names, but you have two hundred. How do 
you know so many people?” She sighed. “Perhaps it would be 
simpler just to place an ad—invite all of Paris.” 

Pignalle’s shoulders lifted apologetically. “I don’t see how 
we can strike a single name. We must invite the painters, and 
we'll never eat another decent meal at the Lionne if we over- 
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look Gallois or Mercer. Countess de Blaine would never for- 
give us if we ignored her.. .” 

“Hercule, I have never heard of a Countess de Blaine.” 

“You will, you will. I paint her once a year for an enor- 
mous sum of money.”. He grinned. “She adores me. I think it 
has something to do with the fact that she looks younger in 
every portrait.” 

Claire laughed, and their heads bent together over the lists 
and papers. 

Kate watched with a tiny melancholy smile, wishing she 
too had plans for the future. Her chin firmed. She would; she 
just hadn’t thought of them yet. And she told herself there 
was no hurry—she had the rest of her life to decide. 

For the next days Kate accompanied Claire on a whirlwind 
of errands. The church had to be booked, invitations posted, 
the caterer arranged, chairs and extra dishes rented. And of 
course, there was Claire’s gown. They bought yards and yards 
of material, and Claire and Kate sat up long after Pignalle 
retired, planning and sewing. 

_ “TI hope this isn’t too extravagant. Hercule said to get what- 
ever I wanted.” 

The gown was a pale green proseille with a cream-colored 
overskirt of Chambéry gauze, sweeping into a demitrain end- 
ing in a Spanish flounce. Garlands of variegated pink roses 
wound around the overskirt and repeated at a low-cut bosom. 
Around her neck Claire would wear a ruby medallion on a 
pearl chain, Pignalle’s wedding gift, and she would carry a 
sprig of lily-of-the-valley clipped to a Trianon fan. A green- 
and-cream-colored arrangement’ of silk flowers would adorn 
her coppery hair. 

The bride would not wear a veil. 

“Will we finish in time?” Claire wailed. Her fingers 
flashed, the needle weaving in and out, artfully binding pink 
silk roses to the gauze overskirt. 

Kate smiled, holding up Claire’s headpiece, turning it this 
way and that to admire the careful stitches. She could 
remember when a needle had been as foreign in her hands as 
a sword would have been. And she’d been about as skillful. 
Now she could stand beside any seamstress and hold her chin 
high. 

“We could make three gowns at the rate we're pro- 
gressing,” Kate assured Claire. “We have a week before the 
wedding, and everything is taken care of.” 
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“T’ve allowed the house to go, I haven’t looked in the 
kitchen in days!” 

In fact, with Claire at the helm, Pignalle’s house ran effort- 
lessly, the cook and butler vied with one another to please 
her, adoring their new mistress with nearly the same fervor as 
Pignalle. When they passed on the staircase, they nodded to 
each other with pleased smiles; M. Pignalle was the luckiest of 
men. 

Kate watched with amusement as the two elderly gentle- 
men were conquered and tucked into Claire’s pocket. As 
were the aging Pignalles, who were beside themselves with 
joy that their son had finally decided to take a bride. After a 
startled stare at Claire’s cheek when first they met, they 
quickly succumbed to her warmth and charm. Before the eve- 
ning ended, Mme. Pignalle confessed herself captivated and 
covered Claire with damp kisses and a storm of useless in- 
structions. She leaned from the carriage for a last embrace 
and insisted Claire address her as mére, mother. 

A state of. expectant calm descended upon the household 
then; it became a matter of marking the days until the actual 
event. Though Claire scoffed at suggestions she might be ner- 
vous, she found it impossible to sit for any length of time. 
Every few minutes she jumped up, dashing off to check some 
forgotten detail or to peek inside the studio and assure herself 
Pignalle was well and attended to. 

Pignalle sequestered himself in his studio, out of the path of 
unaccustomed activity. He painted and hummed to himself, a 
new habit he noticed with surprise, codnsidered, then decided 
Suited him rather well. As did a continual smile he wasn’t yet 
aware of. 

. For herself, Kate read in the little parlor, embroidered 
flowery P’s on new linens, and kept herself available should 
Claire require assistance. But as the arrangements fell 
smoothly into place, Kate discovered herself staring from the 
windows with depressing frequency, struggling to see past the 
blankness following the wedding. 

She had allowed the frenzy of preparation to distract her 
thoughts from her own problems. But as she looked out over 
the sun-washed chimneytops of Paris, she reminded herself 
that somewhere out there was a husband who hated her and 
a blond woman who encouraged that hatred. Neither would 
disappear, at some point the problem must be dealt with. 

She could not spend the remainder of her life idling away 
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empty days staring from Pignalle’s windows. Reliving the 
memories of a few brief hours with a man half a world away. 

There’s no hurry, she told herself for perhaps the hun- 
dredth time. And realized she made excuses because she 
had no plans. Or rather she had a half-formed plan but no 
means of seeing it come to fruition. 

Kate leaned her chin in her palm. After the turbulence of 
the last weeks, a period of calm and quiet was precisely what 
she needed to blow the cobwebs from her mind. Or did this 
thought, too, carry a tinny edge of rationalization? 

Regardless, Kate’s confidence slowly built day by day. A 
little more time without further complications, and she would 
be prepared to take on the challenging void of her future. 

But a little more time was not to be granted. 

The Salon opened. And a storm broke—of such violence it 
would be remembered and discussed for years to come. 
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“SHOCKING!” 

“OBSCENITY SETS TONE OF ’76 EXHIBITION!” 

“PERVERSITY IMMORTALIZED!”” 

“RECORD-BREAKING CROWDS!” 

Kate clutched the newspapers in shaking hands, feeling her 
heart plummet to her knees. The first headlines unanimously 
blasted The Plum, inciting a tide of interest its outraged crit- 
ics had not intended. The more vociferous their condemna- 
tion, the larger grew the crowds demanding to view The 
Plum. 

In its entire proud history, the Salon had experienced noth- 
& to match public reaction to The Plum. J ostling crowds 


349 


‘ 


formed a line snaking backward toward the K room, Car- 
riages blocked the entrance. Ladies fainted in long lines, and 
gentlemen expressed irritated impatience. 

Kate read the continuing reports and battled an inner 
sickness. 

Eventually one courageous critic printed what many knew 
but none had summoned the audacity to report. While he 
carefully deplored the choice of subject, the reviewer stated 
he believed the painting to be a masterwork. Further, he de- 
clared The Plum was a magnificent and unique blend of im- 
pressionism and establishment technique, embodying the 
finest qualities of each. 

The battle was joined. A storm of letters swamped the 
newspaper office, both supporting and attacking the re- 
viewer’s position. Other newspapers quickly seized on the dis- 
pute, inciting their own readers. 

The Plum sold newspapers. Everyone in France put forth 
an opinion and demanded it be heard. 

As Kate pored over the articles and letters, a cold knot 
grew in her chest. She didn’t guess an emerging groundswell 
of support was ignored by the reviewers despite the storm of 
controversy. 

The women of Paris adored The Plum. 

They gazed upon the canvas and they were conquered. 
They arrived in unprecedented numbers from all quarters of 
the city, day after day. And stood before The Plum with 
tears streaming from aching eyes as they gazed upon their 
most private thoughts and secret dreams brought to glowing 
life through oil and genius. The women knew it mattered not 
what words foolish men chose to pour onto newspaper pages. 
The Plum was truth. The Plum struck deep into tender hearts 
and sang a lullaby of joy, exalted a woman’s most sacred 
trust and purpose. The women believed Hercule Pignalle had 
gained access to their secret souls and had painted what he 
found. 

Within a week Pignalle was catapulted into fame; he was a 
celebrity. Not a day elapsed that his name did not appear in 
the headlines. Longchamps declared a Pignalle Day, the best 
chefs in the best restaurants concocted creamy desserts and 
bestowed upon them the name of Plum Pignalle. Invitations 
streamed into the Pignalle residence. Friends desired to 
celebrate the triumph, admirers wished to meet Pignalle per- 
sonally, and Paris’ celebrated hostesses vied with one another 
to seat the city’s latest sensation at their tables. 
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“Incredible!” Pignalle sifted through the latest mail pouch 
with an expression of amazement. 

Claire and Kate responded absently without glancing from 
the lap desks upon which they patiently penned regrets, work- 
ing through a stack of notes and invitations as high as the 
footstool. 

“More?” Claire groaned. 

“T can’t believe it!” 

“M. Pig?” The butler leaned into the parlor. His dignity 
had ‘increased in direct proportion to the attention accorded 
his employer. “A gentleman from Le Figaro presents his card 
and requests an appointment.” 

“Le Figaro?” Kate looked upward with a weak smile, and 
they all grinned. , 

Dreams were coming true. At least for Pignalle. His genius 
was widely acclaimed, with no prompting from Pignalle him- 
self. Everyone knew his name and recognized his small form. 
Not a day passed during which time someone did not appear 
at the studio door seeking an appointment; more likely than 
not, it was several someones. 

And Pignalle granted all interviews. Hercule Pignalle re- 
vealed himself as one of those rare open subjects willing to 
discourse on any topic, and informed enough to do it well. 
He provided the reporters a mother lode of sparkling quotes, 
incisive, witty, and brash enough to be always interesting. 

M. Pignalle refused to discuss but one subject: the identity 
of his model. 

Pignalle had grasped what Kate understood in her heart. 
Sooner or later, critics and public alike would be faced with 
the questions most preferred to skirt in the early days of con- 
troversy and celebrity. : 

How could a single painting be both a masterpiece and a 
threat to the nation’s morality? 

All across Paris, lamps burned late as the morality problem 
inherent in Pignalle’s painting was endlessly debated. The 
Plum shocked, scandalized, it was clearly an affront in 
concept. However, it was undeniably a masterpiece, the im- 
portant work of the decade. The painting could not be wholly 
praised and accepted, but it could not conceivably be dis- 
missed either, 

The solution was slow to evolve, but when it-came, the an- 
Swer exploded across the city, trailing vapors of relief. 

The painting was a masterpiece and worthy of the highest 
accolades. The model was the abomination, 
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Choice became the key. An artist was without choice: he 
recorded his times. But the model had every choice, the 
choice to represent her fair sex with dignity or to debase it. 

Newspapers and public seized upon the distinction. By ad- 
hering to the official justification, one could praise the master- 
piece without apology. And condemn the model as a lowborn 
degenerate of no moral character who flaunted the swollen 
naked fruit of an indecent congress. The model was a wanton 
harlot, an injury to chaste and innocent womanhood. 

Kate read the evolving explanations with growing horror; 
a deep chill engulfed her mind and body. It seemed impos- 
sible for the public to adore her in paint and despise her in 
person. But they did. Her image evoked shining joy; Kate 
herself was the corruption of womanhood. 

The printed crucifixion of her character stabbed like a 
thousand needles. Reporters sold copy by inventing a libertine 
past of such sordid innuendo as to bring a delicious shudder 
to the most indifferent reader. And the fiction was so cleverly 
presented that readers could forget they read conjecture and. 
not fact. 

Only a name was required to focus the outrage. 

“WHO IS THE PLUM?” - 

“PLUM ASHAMED TO COME FORTH!” 

“PIGNALLE: PROTECTS IDENTITY OF PLUM!” 

Paris erupted into a guessing game. The Plum had only to 
reveal herself to be feted in some quarters, stoned in others. 
No other face in France was as famous. 

Kate’s features blossomed in blurred pamphlets; one could 
purchase painted china plates displaying her secret smile. The 
League of Decency marched beneath the Arc de Triomphe 
waving a banner upon which someone had inked a grotesque 
likeness. Opportunists hawked one-franc copies of The Plum 
from every street corner. 

All of Paris searched for the Plum. 

And Kate worried about recognition constantly. She dared 
not venture outside; she was a prisoner in Pignalle’s house. 

“Claire, I’m sorry, but I can’t possibly be in your wedding. 
I’m not certain I should attend at all!” Kate wrung her hands 
and lowered her head, repeating an earlier statement. 

Claire sighed heavily. “I understand, but it’s a disappoint- 
ment.” 

For an hour they’d been debating the advisability of Kate’s 
attendance. None cherished the slightest doubt that the Pig- 
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nalle’s wedding would receive the press coverage of a royal 
marriage. Kate would be instantly recognized, | 

Claire mounted one more attempt. “Sooner or later the in- 
formation will leak. Too Many people attended the unveiling 
for it not to. Eventually someone will find the secret too ex- 


Pplosive to contain. I think we’re on borrowed time now.” She 


looked deeply into Kate’s eyes. “Wouldn’t it be advisable to 
choose the time and circumstances yourself?” 

Kate had considered this, but she simply could not bring 
herself to do it. She rubbed her forehead, thinking of the 
stinging questions. Where is the baby, Mme. Blanchard? And 
where is your husband, Mme. Blanchard? Do you realize you 
are the greatest scandal of the decade, Mme. Blanchard? Are 
you really as degenerate as the newspapers claim? 

Kate cringed. No, she would hide until the last possible 
moment, and pray for a miracle. “I know you're right, Claire, 
but I don’t think your wedding is the time or the place. That 
should be your day alone.” | 

Pignalle took Kate’s hand and covered it between his 
palms. “Dear Kate, I don’t know what to Say. ... IT had no 
idea events would take this turn.” His eyes were dark and 
troubled. “I expected controversy—but directed toward my- 
self, not you. I feel terrible, terrible, that I brought this on 
you! I wouldn’t hurt you for the world!” 

Kate embraced him. “Don’t blame yourself. I’m proud you 
chose me for your subject.” Oddly this was true. Her emo- 
tions whirled in a jumble she couldn’t hope to untangle. “The 
newspapers have stirred up the public, not you.” Holding to 
his shoulders, Kate tried to summon the conviction she’d 
once held that posing for The Plum was the most important 
thing she would ever do. “This will pass.” She wished she . 
could convince herself. “A new scandal will arise, and every- 
one will forget me.” 

Please, God, let it happen soon. 

But it didn’t happen soon enough for Kate to participate in 
the wedding services. Instead she stood in the congregation 
between a jeweled countess and the editor of a small weekly, 
Wearing a veiled hat and wondering wildly how they would 
react if they were to learn they shared a pew with the 
most notorious woman in Paris. 

The first strains of music floated above the heads of a 
packed church, and . Kate nervously lifted her glove to her 
hat, assuring herself the heavy dark veil was securely fastened, 
She smoothed her black skirt and turned with the others. 
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Claire waited at the head of the aisle, calm and composed, 
a vision in green and cream. As the church hushed with ex- 
pectation, Claire lifted a glowing bare face toward the far al- 


tar. 

And Kate felt her throat close and her eyes swim as the 
processional swelled. Claire stepped forward, moving in 
stately grace down the carpeted aisle. Through the joyful 
tears, through the dark layers of netting, Kate warmed her 
spirit by the radiance shining from Claire like rare essence. 

Claire approached the flower-strewn altar without haste, 
moving regally, and she carried a pool of light around her, a 
private glow of shimmering loveliness. Not once did she look 
from the moist dark eyes of the man waiting for her. And no 
one who watched Claire that day remembered the bride’s 
face was marred. They remembered only her dignity and her 
beauty and the love shining from her beautiful clear eyes. 

Claire Irene Porter Grant knelt beside the small proud man 
wearing an expression of dazed happiness. She clasped the 
hand of Hercule Aristotle Pignalle. They stared deeply into 
each other’s eyes, then bowed their heads to receive the 
sacrament of marriage. 

Later, Kate slipped from the courtyard, from a joyous re- 

ception swollen by uninvited guests, and she filed upstairs to 
the safety of the parlor. Removing her hat and veil with a 
sich, Kate realized she hadn’t appreciated Claire’s courage 
enough. For the first time Kate truly understood. what it 
meant to live behind a veil. 
- Pushing a chair near the parlor window, Kate settled her- 
self out of sight and listened to the music and laughter below. 
Each time a toast sang out, she raised her solitary glass and 
drank the newlyweds’ health and happiness, and blinked. at 
tears of joy for them both. When she closed her lids, she 
could imagine them; they would be standing close in the re- 
ceiving line, hands brushing, shining eyes meeting. 

Before they departed for their chalet in the French Alps, 
Claire and Pignalle slipped upstairs with a plate of food for 
Kate. Their joy lit the small room. 

“Isn't she beautiful?” Pignalle whispered, his dark eyes 
aglow. “I’m the luckiest man in the world!” 

“But you didn’t marry a genius!” Claire laughed. “That 
makes me the luckiest person in the world.” She winked at 
Kate. They had discussed the foibles of genius many, many 
times. 

Kate smiled fondly at Pignalle. For his wedding he’d 
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selected a suit of cream-colored velour trimmed in blue satin 
piping. Vivid blue satin repeated at his waistcoat and again at 
the throat. His cream-colored top hat was circled by a band 
of blue. Kate’s smile broadened. It could have been worse. 

“Have a wonderful time and don’t think of anything but 
each other!” From the corner of her eye Kate watched the 
cook and butler carry a trunk down the back staircase. 

“Are you sure you'll be all right here alone?” Claire held 
her at arm’s length, trying to gauge Kate’s expression. 

“Till be fine, don’t worry!” Kate smiled. “M. Claude and 
the cook are spoiling me already. And so far, no one has 
stormed the doors.” Her smile wobbled. __ 

“Well, then . . .” Claire ran her gloves over a trim, light- 
weight traveling ensemble. She looked at Pignalle. 

Then they were all holding each other, touching and chat- 
tering as if the separation would be longer than a week. They 
left Kate reluctantly, running down the stairs, followed by a 
chorus of well-wishers, to a carriage someone had decked out 
in ribbons and garlands of plum blossoms. Kate hurried to 
the parlor window as the carriage passed below, and she 
waved frantically as both Claire and Pignalle looked up and 
blew kisses. ; 

Kate remained in the darkening parlor long after the noisy 
guests departed and the caterers cleaned the debris and packed 
up their supplies. She put her feet on a crewelwork footstool 
and leaned her head back in the chair. She drank wedding 
champagne, and every so often she sampled a slice of 
feather-light white cake. She replayed the wedding again and 
again, her throat working, and she listened to a drift of voices 
from the kitchen as the butler and the cook happily discussed 
the day’s events, as they would continue to do for the next 
weeks, each swearing his own was the true account, — 

Shadows lengthened across the parlor rug as Kate enjoyed 
the reception through the remembrances of the two old men. 

After a while they appeared to light a lamp for her and of- 
fer her coffee laced with hot rich cream and a platter of 
warmed-over canapés. Kate thanked them and bid them good 
night, instructing the two tired men not to wait, but to go on 
to bed. They withdrew, smothering yawns and winking at 
each other as they imagined Pignalle’s happiness tonight. 

When she was certain they’d gone, Kate snuffed the lamp, 
preferring to sip her coffee in contemplative darkness. She re- 
turned to the. window and leaned on an elbow, looking out 
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over dark rooftops, watching as gaslights winked on across 
the city, obscuring the sprinkle of stars overhead. 

And memories crept past her defenses until she realized 
whose face floated in the hazy glow of soft light overhanging 
the city. Her glossy head dropped and she covered her eyes. 
Reynolds was halfway to America, out of her life. There 
were more immediate problems to consider, and she forced 
her mind to the task. 

What would she do with herself? 

Once she had looked upon The Plum as Kate Callahan’s 
personal mountain. It still was. She perceived that her moun- 
tain continued to grow. One pinnacle had been climbed, only 
to have another appear in its place. Kate sighed. Would she 
ever emerge the conqueror? 

She placed the cup and saucer on the window ledge and 
rubbed her temples in gentle circling strokes. How did one 
combat a mountain? 

With. the age-old rule of survival. Fight or flight. 

Unfortunately, “they” controlled the mountain, and no one 
ever won a battle with “them.” “They” always emerged vic- 
torious because “they” had right on their side, the collective 
right of public opinion. 

In her heart, Kate knew she had already made the decision 
to flee. The problem was the how of it. Money again, always 
money. But somehow, some way, she was going home. She 
lifted her eyes to the dark sky. ' 

“Pana, if you’re up there, if you're listening ... I'm going 
home. I don’t know how yet, but I’m going home, and I’m 
going to survive, and I’m going to make you proud of me!” 

France wasn’t her country; it claimed no ties on her loyal- 
ties or affection. If Kate Callahan was fated to be adrift, then 
let it be on native soil, where she was familiar with the lan- 
guage and the customs, where she understood the atmosphere 
around her, and where she had the anchor of personal history 
from which to begin the search for. direction in her life. New 
York wasn’t searching for the Plum. She could build a life 
without hiding in shadows. 

But how? How? Where would the money come from? Her 
small fist struck the window ledge, rattling the cup in its sau- 
cer. She peered hard at the night as if the dark rooftops 
might provide an answer. Much later she climbed into bed, 
but a thousand questions kept her awake. 

For the next two days she wandered the studio and apart- 
ment aimlessly, lost in a concentration of deep thought. She 
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tried to read the newspapers, but gave it up in despair and 
resumed her pacing. Staring at the stack of papers she was 
saving for Pignalle, she asked herself ruefully if she would 
have been so quick to refuse Reynolds’ money if she had re- 
alized the full extent of the reaction to The Plum. Yes, of 
course. She had to build her new life on her own initiative, 
Hastily she thrust Link Reynolds from her thoughts. 

She had to have money! Surely there was a way to stake 
herself to enough money to begin anew, if only she could 
think of it! 

Kate embroidered pillow slips for Claire, attempted to 
read, dusted the parlor. She helped the cook polish silver, she 
cataloged a mountain of gifts in the far corner of the studio. 
She practiced études on Pignalle’s out-of-tune piano, her fin- 
gers rusty and forgetful, and she tagged M. Claude’s heels in 
an effort to be helpful, until the besieged old man was nearly 
beside himself and let it be known Kate was in his way. 

And all the while, no matter what occupied her hands, 
Kate’s mind worked furiously, searching for an answer which 
lay just at the edge of consciousness, just out of reach: She 
felt it tantalizingly near at. times, frustrating her into 
sleeplessness. 

The solution to her money problem was here, if only she 


could pin it down. A few scraps of conversation contained. 


the solution. If she could isolate that memory, she’d have ‘the 
answer, she’d have the possibility of extracting the money she 
needed, But try as she might, Kate could not remember. 

Then she did, 
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K aTe TURNED THE SOLUTION IN her mind for a full morn- 
ing, searching for a flaw in her reasoning. When she was sat- 
isfied her conclusions had to be correct, she smiled grimly. 
She was Black Jack’s daughter, after all. She decided Black 
Jack would have applauded the justice of her plan. 

Kate carefully obscured her face beneath dark layers of 
netting, then paid a call upon M. Pouget, the color merchant. 

Pouget’s shop was smaller than Kate had expected, a 
crowded amalgam of paint tubes and art supplies arranged by 
hue and size. Over the shop hung an aromatic tang, a not un- 
pleasant blend of charcoal, oil, linseed, turpentine, varnish, 
and uncut canvas. A spicy conglomerate impossible to sort 
into ‘its individual components. On the limited wall space 
hung a rather dismal collection of indifferent paintings signed 
by painters whose names Kate did not recognize. 

M. Pouget, however, was exactly as Kate had expected. A 
small rotund man wearing a canvas apron streaked with 
samples of his colors, he cheerfully accepted a customer's 
coins, wrapped a square of newspaper around two tubes of 
paint, then wished the young man sincere good fortune. A 
tiny bell tinkled as the painter departed. 

Drawing a breath, Kate approached M. Pouget and in- 
troduced herself. 

“Ah, yes, Blanchar .” Pouget answered with an expression 
of genuine interest. He wiped his hands on the canvas apron. 
“How is he? I heard about the ... accident. Is it known yet 
whether Blanchard will be able to paint again?” 


Kate stared through her veil. She recognized Pouget’s sin- 
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cere concern, and decided Pouget was very possibly the only 
person in the entire world who would view the end of Neil’s 
painting career as a tragedy. 

“My husband is stronger every day,” Kate replied faintly, 
fervently praying this was not true. She drew a breath. “I 
know we owe you money, M. Pouget .. .” 

Kind eyes swept Kate’s black gown and heavy veil. Pouget 
knew everything that happened in the art world; he’d learned 
of the Blanchard baby’s death. He patted her hand. “Don’t 
trouble yourself in your time of sorrow, Mme. Blanchard. 
The bill will keep until better days.” A woman shrieked in 
the back room. Pouget ignored the wail. 

Kate looked at her gloves as they twisted the handle of her 
purse. “The problem is, monsieur, not everyone is as under- 
standing. We owe so many—the landlady, the cobbler, th 
butcher. ... You know how it is.” ~ | 

Indeed he did. Pouget had listened to the same story more 
times than he cared to remember. It was shameful how the 
world trampled talent. 

Kate paced her words, attempting to gauge his response. 
She injected a hint of desperation into her tone, not a difficult 
task. “If only we could sell a few more paintings...” 

Pouget glanced at his crowded walls, jammed with work by 
men living equally bleak stories. He sighed. More wall space 
was needed. If he removed another shelf and stacked the cans 
on the floor ... “Pd be happy to hang more of your hus- 
band’s work if you think it might help.” 

Kate pressed his fingers. “Thank you, M. Pouget, but we 
need money immediately. Yesterday, in fact.” 

Pouget sighed heavily. They all needed money yesterday. 
He shifted uncomfortably. It was never easy to refuse a loan, 
especially when they sent their wives. 

- Kate allowed the pause to ripen, then rushed on. “I was 
thinking . . . Neil’s paintings are so... unusual, they re- 
quire a special market. Would you agree?” 

Surprised and relieved by the absence of a plea for money, 
Jacques Pouget nodded, and Kate interpreted the bob of his 
head as a favorable sign. 

“Yet it appears at least one person appreciates my hus- 
band’s work. Someone is purchasing the paintings you've 
been kind enough to display. I understand the work has sold 
at regular intervals.” 

Pouget nodded again, unable to conceal a frown of bewil- 
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derment. Pouget would have wagered everything in the shop 
that Blanchard’s paintings would never sell. | 

“Well.” Kate lightly touched her glove to his arm, looking ; 
up into his face. “If you could see your way clear to provide | 
me the name of the agent who bought Neil’s work, I thought 
I could approach the agent directly and inquire if his client 
might be interested in buying one or two more.” She watched 
Pouget’s cheerful face pinch with doubt. “It would hurry 
things along, you see. We'd have some financial relief imme- 
diately instead of waiting until the agent chanced to visit 
your shop again.” 

Pouget worried his lip. “Mme. Blanchard, I promise you 
I'd like to help, but...” 

Kate knew as well as Pouget that agents and collectors in- 
sisted their names be kept strictly private. Otherwise both 
could open their doors to find an army of desperate painters 
camped on their stoops. They would never enjoy another mo- 
ment’s peace. 

A woman’s voice called from the back room, cutting across 
Pouget’s hesitation. “If more of Blanchard’s paintings sold, | 
would you pay something on your account here?” | 

“Certainly,” Kate responded. Perhaps she had directed her 
entreaty to the wrong person. 

“Berte! We can’t betray a trust!” 

“Tell her,” came the command. | 

Pouget sucked a tooth. “Mme. Blanchard, I beg you not to 
reveal where you heard this name .. C 

“Emil Dupree,” came the shout from the back room. “In 
the Rue de Chat.” 

“Thank you,” Kate breathed. She squeezed M. Pouget’s 
plump hands as he stared over his shoulder toward the back 
room. “Thank you!” 

During the return ride, Kate considered whether a call to 
the Rue de Chat would be necessary. She knew the street by 
reputation—a squalid collection of dark, dirty shops where a 
person could arrange the purchase of anything the mind 
could conceive. She shuddered and decided the name alone 
would be sufficient. Emil Dupree. Emil Dupree ‘would never 
know it, but he was Kate’s ace card. 

Once more safely at home in Pignalle’s parlor, Kate bent 
over the table and chewed the end of a quill. The note she 
composed should be enticing but brief. Before she finished, a 
snowstorm of wadded papers drifted about her hem. But 
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when she dispatched M. Claude to deliver her message, she 
felt confident it would serve as intended. 


Gyp, 

A protection of interests suggests a meeting between us 
might be beneficial. I’m hoping a transfer of funds can be 
arranged in return for silence on a subject of concern. 


Yes, Kate decided, the mention of money would draw the 
fly to honey. Gyp couldn’t be unaware of the search to iden- 
tify the Plum. Kate chewed her thumbnail. She hoped the 
lure would be enough. 

She paced the parlor carpet until M. Claude returned, then 
snatched the envelope from his hands. Gyp had scribbled be- 
low Kate’s message: 


Tomorrow. One o’clock at the Lionne. 


Kate sat heavily and rested her eyes. The plan would work. 
It had to; she didn’t have another. 

Hidden beneath a layer of heavy netting, Kate arrived 
twenty minutes early for her appointment. The short walk 
had helped soothe her nerves and had strengthened her 
resolve. The plan would work. She seated herself at one of 
the sidewalk tables beneath the striped awning, positioning 
herself to observe the approaches to the restaurant. 

Immediately M. Mercer, the proprietor, hurried to Kate’s 
table and bent near her ear, making a pretense of wiping 
crumbs from the tablecloth. “Over there,” he hissed, rolling 
his eyes toward a table near the stone lions. Two men chatted 
over glasses of light whiskey. “The one with the mustache—a 
reporter for the Journaux.”” Monsieur Mercer poured a glass 
of red wine and placed it before Kate, bowed, then withdrew, 
wiping his hands on an ankle-length apron. 

Kate drew an unsteady breath. The reporters were every- 
where, Her glance followed M. Mercer, and she inclined her 
head in a grateful nod. She hadn’t suspected he knew. She 
touched the veil, reassuring herself. She had more friends 
than she had realized. 

The young woman arranging her skirts in the chair across 
from Kate was not one of them. ‘ 

They examined each other silently as M. Mercer poured 
Wine into Gyp’s glass. Startled, he stared at the two women 
doubtfully. It was always trouble when a man’s wife and his 
mistress sat down for a chat. Eyeing his glassware uneasily, 
M. Mercer stalked out of hearing range. 
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The two women studied each other frankly, observing ev- 
ery detail. And Kate swallowed bitterly as she admitted Gyp 
had never looked better. Noting Gyp’s cranberry-and-pink 
silk polonaise, Kate suspected her own shabby black came 
in a poor second. She felt like an indigent relative from the 
outer provinces come to beg a handout. Drawing back from 
Gyp’s smirk of superiority, Kate realized Gyp had arrived at 
the same conclusion, | 

A dark knot of anger tightened Kate’s chest, burning 
brightly. 

Gyp’s lips curved in a lazy smile. An exquisite black lace 
glove rose to touch a cranberry-trimmed hat worn tilted 
above one ear. Frizzed blond curls framed her face. As soon 
as M. Mercer disappeared through the restaurant doors, Gyp 
came to the point. “What do you want?” 

The blunt tone and smug expression made it easy. 

“Money. I want a lot of money. At least five hundred 
American dollars.” | 

Gyp’s painted mouth opened, and she stared. “You want! 
I'll give you this, you have brass. But you also have it wrong. 
You are going to give me money. Or I’m going to walk over 
to that table by the lions and inform a certain newspaper 
gentleman just what whore is sitting under his very nose!” 

So Gyp had spotted the reporter too. Kate’s eyes flicked 
toward the lion with the chipped nose. She forced her body 
to relax against the chair rails. “I wouldn’t pay a sou to stop 
you.” Her black cape lifted in what she hoped was an uncon- 
cerned shrug. “It’s only a matter of time. Sooner or later 
they'll find out. If not you, then someone else.” 

Slow puzzlement darkened Gyp’s sharp, thin features. “I 
don’t think I understand this. Didn’t you request this Meeting 
to buy my silence?” 

“Not at all. I wonder how you arrived at such an idea. I 
suggested this meeting to discuss the price of my silence.” 
Kate thoroughly enjoyed the irritated bafflement tugging 
Gyp’s plucked eyebrows. 

“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about! But I can 
promise you this: you aren’t prying one sou from me, not 
one! If you can’t pay the rent or if you starve—so much the 
better. What on earth possessed you to imagine I’d give you 
anything?” Gyp downed her wine in a gulp and prepared to 
leave. 

Kate nodded for M. Mercer to refill their glasses. “Please 
put this on M. Pignalle’s account,” Kate murmured, making 
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a mental note to repay Pig when she had the money. Kate 
peered through her veil. She didn’t dare touch the wine: her 
hands shook too badly. “I think you'll give me whatever I 
ask, because if you don’t . .. I’m going to tell Neil who has 
been buying his paintings.” | 

Gyp’s hand froze. Ruby drops spilled over her lace glove. 

“And I don’t think you want that, do you? You bought 
those paintings for a nasty surprise. But a surprise you aren’t 
yet ready to spring. It isn’t amusing to kick a man when he’s 
down, is it, Gyp? You'll wait until Neil is strong and confi- 
dent again before you prove the identity of his patron.” 

Gyp’s eyes glared ice. “I don’t know what you're talking 
about.” 

“I think you do.” 

An ugly twist slashed Gyp’s mouth, and Kate drew back 
from the nightmare expression she’d seen in so many 
paintings. “If you think I’ve been buying Neil’s ‘paintings, 
you're as mad as a hatter! Why would I do that? It’s absurd! 
I could have any painting I want just by saying so.” 

| Kate watched as Gyp drank deeply, then slapped her glass 
against the tablecloth. She grudgingly admired Gyp’s com- 
posure. The girl was as cool as wind blowing over a frozen 
pond. 

| “You buy Neil’s paintings in order to build him up so the 
final crash will be more devastating. And to assure yourself 
of the conclusive blow in some sick contest. I think you'd like 
to be free of Neil, but you can’t bring yourself to make the 
break. Maybe you still think you love him.” 

| Gyp stared. 

| “But the hatred is there too, isn’t it? And whatever the 
bonds are, love or hatred, they’re still too strong. But some- 
day you hope to leave him.” 

Gyp didn’t blink; her face was a mask. 

“And when you leave, you want to leave as the winner. I 
think your parting salvo will be to reveal there is no patron 
-.. there never was a patron. I think you'll taunt Neil with 
all the people he’s boasted to, I think you'll drive home what 
a fool he’s made of himself. You'll flaunt the ‘patron’s’ 
paintings, and they will destroy him. The final pain in all this 
misery will be delivered by you. You will win. I think you’re 
planning the end now.” 

Gyp’s fingers strained the stem of her glass. Her pale eyes 
were chips of frozen loathing. “Let us suppose for a moment 
that this nonsense is correct. If what you're saying is true, 
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then why should I pay you not to tell him? If the purpose is 
to destroy Neil, why shouldn’t I just let it happen?” She 
leaned back, a chill stiff smile on her lips. 

“Because if I tell Neil now, he will leave you. You won't 
win.” Kate answered softly, sure of herself now. She watched 
Gyp’s eyes flare in fear or rage. Or both. Kate added quietly, 
“And you aren’t ready for the end yet, are you? The only 
way you can hope to escape this black relationship is if you 
leave by your own choice.” 

“Bitch!” Gyp hissed. “You filthy rotten bitch! When his 
arm heals, he’ll come after you! He’s better every day, and he 
has plans! Oh, he has plans for you; it’s all he talks about! 
And I'll be there, you can count on it, I'll be there to see you 
suffer!” 

Kate’s smile wavered. By the time Neil came after her, 
she’d be thousands of miles away. Please God. | 

' Gyp’s lacy gloves hooked into fists, resembling large black 
spiders hunched on the tablecloth. Her mind visibly raced, 
her eyes bored into Kate’s. “This won’t work. Neil wouldn't 
believe you if you swore the sun set in the west. And you 
don’t have any proof.” She relaxed into the chair. “Oui! With- 
out proof, he wouldn’t believe you in twenty years of trying. 
It’s your word against mine.” 

“Maybe. But I wonder if he would believe”——Kate lifted 
her eyes—‘“Emil Dupree. In the Rue de Chat.” 

The blood drained from Gyp’s face, then flushed back as 
bright as the cranberry jacket. “That crawling piece of 
slime!” Her fist crushed a tiny napkin. “You paid him more 
than I did, didn’t you?” Hatred blazed from icy circles, her 
teeth pulled into a feral snarl. Several people turned to stare. 
“You won't do this!” 

“I will do it.” Kate prayed Gyp would see the anger and 
loathing in her expression and not recognize the bluff. 

Kate forced herself to smile into her glass. She lied, mak-— 
ing certain her tone of voice underscored the lie. “With you 
out of the way, my darling husband will return home. It’s 
embarrassing being a deserted wife. I think with you finally 
thrown out, Neil’s attitudes can be salvaged. After all, he'll 
need someone to take care of him until he can paint again.” 

Gyp’s laugh was a nasty grating thing. “He may never 
paint again. He’d kill you first before he’d live with you.” 

“Oh, I don’t think so. Not if you aren’t there feeding his 
hatred. And not if I’m his sole means of support. Without 
you, I know he’ll be much happier. He should have gotten rid 
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’ of you a year ago. Deep down, he longs to, you know-—we 


| 


discussed it many times. I think when he understands what 
you’ve done, he’ll have no trouble tossing you out like week- 
old garbage. He’ll win.” Kate shrugged, smiling into her glass. 

Gyp swallowed a scream of rage. M. Mercer watched 
uneasily from the doorway. “This is blackmail!” Gyp spat. 

“Oui. I suppose it is.” Kate’s eyes were as hard and cold as 
those facing her. “But then, it is my money, isn’t it? And I’m 
only asking five hundred dollars. I’m not demanding all the 
thousands you stole from me.” 

They stared at each other, raw hatred flashing between 
them. 

“And I want it two days from today,” Kate added evenly. 

“Two days?” Gyp’s voice rose to a shriek, and she covered 
her mouth with the napkin. “I can’t possibly raise five 
hundred dollars in two days! You’re mad!” 

“I think you can, a clever whore like you.” Kate’s stony 
stare focused on a pearl-ringed garnet the size of a robin’s 
egg hanging from Gyp’s throat by a gold chain. She won- 
dered how much of her inheritance had been squandered on 
that bauble. “Whores always have something to sell, don’t 
they?” 

Gyp trembled, her face grayed to the color of ash. “You 
will pay for this, bitch!” 

For an instant Kate’s concentration shredded. A look of 
deep sorrow pained her eyes. She said quietly, “I’ve already 
paid, more than you could ever guess.” The window snapped 
shut, and her eyes turned flinty. “Two days. If I don’t receive 
the payment in two days, Ill tell Neil who his esteemed pa- 
tron is.” 

“You're spitting in the wind. You don’t have the courage.” 

“Try me. Just try me.” 

Gyp pushed from the table, her body shaking. A musky 
scent of fury permeated the air. Then a flash of billowing 
cranberry rushed around the small table, and Gyp’s hands 
formed into talons, flying above Kate’s head. 

Kate cried out at the sting of pain as the hat pins ripped 
from her hair. Desperately she threw up her hands, but she 
was too late. Gyp sailed Kate’s hat and veil into the street. 
Her lips curled in a sneer; then she was gone. | 

Kate’s heart jumped into her mouth. She covered her ex- 
posed cheeks with her hands, and her eyes grew to saucer size 
as she stared about the sidewalk tables. 

For an instant nothing happened. Glasses clinked, birds 
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chirruped overhead, voices continued in a normal flow. Kate 
sat as rigidly as a statue, her heart hammering wildly. Maybe 

. maybe it would be all right. Her eyes touched the black 
hat, crushed by horses’ hooves and spinning wheels. 

No, it would not be all right. She had to escape. She stood 
abruptly, too abruptly, and turned her head to stare up the 
length of pavement. The distance to Pignalle’s looked endless; 
three blocks stretched into three miles. A buzzing rang deep 
in her head. She had to escape, right now, this minute. Before 
anyone recognized her. Shaking, she backed hastily from the 
table, then froze as the chair toppled and clattered to the 
pavement. 

_ Curious heads lifted then, and Kate stood as if turned to 
granite. Involuntarily her wide eyes darted toward the man 
with the mustache. He glanced upward with a distracted 
smile before returning to his friend. But- before Kate could 
expel an unsteady breath of relief, the man’s head snapped 
and his mouth fell open: 

Kate gathered her skirts and bolted, but not before she 
overheard his excited gasp. “My God! It’s her! That’s the 
Plum!” 

Grinding her teeth, Kate lowered her head and struggled to 
outrun him, realizing she made a spectacle of herself. 
Pedestrians halted and looked after her. She didn’t have a 

chance. 

A hand touched her sleeve, and the man leaned to peer 
into her face. They were both panting. “Wait! I just want to 
talk to you!” Visions of an exclusive burned in his eyes, 
“What’s your name? Just tell me your name!” 

Kate didn’t answer. Another block. Another block, and 
she’d be safe. She drew a hurting breath. She’d never be safe 
again. “Go away!” 

“Please.” He produced a pad of paper from his flying coat 
pocket, gasping for breath, trying to see into her face. 
“Where do you live? Was the baby a girl or a boy? Do you 
have a husband? What’s the baby’s name?” . 

“Oh, dear God,” Kate moaned. She stumbled, caught her- 
self, and raced on. And saw disaster appear before despairing 
eyes. 

Along the pavement, walking toward them, Rosette strolled 
in all her painted glory. She winked at a man leaning in a 
shop door, and he grinned and pulled out empty. pockets. 
Rosette shrugged, lit a thin cigar, and sauntered on, swinging 
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her hips. Then halted as she recognized Kate running bare- 
headed, the man plucking at her sleeve. 

Rosette’s pretty young face darkened, and she fisted her 
hands on her hips. “Hey! What’s going on here! Kate! Do 
you want me to call a strong-arm?” 

Kate swept past, her breath coming in short bursts, a 
sob in her throat. But the reporter stopped dead, as she’d 
known he would, and he leaned against a shop front, his 
hand on his chest. “Mademoiselle . . .” he gasped, fanning 
his face. He watched from a distance as Kate dashed into 
Pignalle’s courtyard. “Mademoiselle, this is your lucky day. 
You are about to make a nice bundle without removing a 
stitch of clothing.” 

“Yeah?” Rosette watched Kate pound on the studio door, 
then fall inside. “How come you’re chasing Kate?” 

The reporter looked into the rouged face before him and 
patted his jacket for his wallet. “All I want is the lady’s 
name. What’s her last name?” 

Rosette watched as the wallet opened. “Just her name? 
That’s all?” 

“Ten francs if you know it.” 

“Ten francs?” Rosette’s eyes widened. 

“Just for the lady’s name.” 

Rosette narrowed her eyes. “If she wanted you to know it, 
she would have told you herself.” She looked at the wallet. 

“Young woman, have you heard of The Plum?” 

Rosette laughed. “I’d have to be dead not to have heard of 
The Plum!” She smiled proudly. “I know the painter person- 
ally. He always tips his hat to me, a real gentleman.” Then 
her brows slowly came together. “Wait a minute! You mean 
» - - you mean Kate Blanchard is the Plum?” She swung 
toward Pignalle’s studio. “Well, I'll be damned! I should have 
guessed.” 

“Thank you! Young lady, I thank you from the bottom of 
my heart!” The reporter thrust a handful of notes toward 
Rosette’s plunging bodice and ran back the way he’d come. 

Rosette counted out the money. “Ill be damned. Kate... 
the Plum.” Rosette shook her plumed hat and continued 
down the street. She hoped Kate wouldn’t be mad, but ten 
francs was ten francs. She sauntered up to a table at the 
Lionne and sat down for a meal like real people. 

“Hey, Mercer! Did you know Kate Blanchard is the Plum?” 
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“CRIPPLED PAINTER’S WIFE IS PLUM!” 

“OVE TRIANGLE EXPOSED!” 

“BABY DEAD!” 

“PLUM REFUSES TO TALK!” 

The reporters dredged it all up, and more quickly than 
Kate could have imagined. Her tawdry marriage unreeled in 
column after column. Newspapers ran hasty biographies of 
Kate and Neil and Gyp,.and what the reporters couldn’t 
unearth, they invented. The truth was scandalous enough, the 
embellishments worse. 

They questioned the old woman in the market, Rosette, M. 
Mercer and M. Pouget, and anyone they could find who 
might know the Blanchards. Poor Violette d’Ache was steam- 
rollered before she could draw a breath to protest. Reporters 
swarmed through Neil’s studio, compiling evidence of a 
miserable existence to fill column space. And they found the 
Blanchard Plum. Horrified speculation ran rampant. Head- 
lines screamed of the second Plum, attempted to correlate it 
to the first, attempted to analyze what had wrenched report- 
ers’ stomachs. Few readers believed the descriptions of the 
second Plum; it was too shockingly bizarre to be anything but 
fiction. 

Both Plums sold newspapers. 

The next day the letters began. They streamed into Pig- 
nalle’s residence in a steadily swelling river. A mob appeared 
in the, courtyard, bringing lunch baskets and leaving scraps 
and empty wine bottles each evening. In the way of mobs, it 
was not the sympathizers who traveled across town to shout 
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and hurl small stones at Kate’s windows. Instead the League 
of Decency arrived in furious force, as did the reporters of 
course, and the contingent who condemned Kate as a mon- 
ster of immorality. They waved their banners and shook their 
fists and chanted in the courtyard. 

“Shame, shame, we know your name!” Over and over, 

“Come out! Show your brazen face if you dare!” 

Policemen chased the crowds from the-courtyard walls, but 
before the policemen’s horses rounded the corner, the mob 
was entrenched again, chanting, parading, throwing hard ob- 
jects at windows which M. Claude hastened to board over. 
The crowd appeared at daybreak and refused to disperse until 
the sun sank. 

Kate covered her ears and bent over her knees, “I can’t 
stand it!” 

M. Claude Jed Kate to her room and lowered a light spring 
bedspread. “Lie down, madame, try to rest.” His own eyes 
were tired and worried. He wished M. Pig would come home. 

Obediently Kate climbed onto the bed and held the pillow 
over her ears. She continued to hear her name, the chanting, 
the invectives. A dull continuous pounding thudded against 
the studio door. They battered at it, slid notes underneath. 

Kate moaned. She recoiled from the hatred in the shouts. 
Before the windows were boarded, she had stared from be- 
hind the curtains and seen the self-righteous loathing. Kate 
Callahan Blanchard was a harlot, a shameless wanton, the 
harbinger of a new age of indecency which must be stamped 
out and punished. Her greater sins made the small lapses of 
those below seem paltry by comparison. 

Kate stared at the ceiling, the pillow cupped about her 
head. It didn’t extend far enough to obscure the pile of letters 
spilling across the bureau. She still could see them. Some re- 
quested interviews. Most were personal letters. Kate had com- 
mitted the grievous error of reading one, a vicious diatribe 
from a diseased mind. She had vomited into a basin until her 
Stomach ached. Then she’d torn the letter into a thousand 
Pieces and burned the fragments in a dish, refusing to read 
another. She scanned the envelopes, searching for Gyp’s 
childish scrawl; otherwise she avoided the swell of mail and 
the newspaper accounts. , 

The mob in the courtyard told her all she needed to know. 
Kate listened to the chanting and read the screaming banners 
strung across the street and knew her life could never be the 
same. From this moment forward she could hope for no pri- 
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vacy. She was the Plum, hounded and driven into hiding. In- 
famous. Notorious. 

Covering her eyes briefly, she accepted that rest was impos- 
sible and swung from the bed, entering the kitchen. Kate sat 
down and lifted a coffeecup in shaking hands. The cook 
stirred his pots, watching silently. There was nothing to say. 

_ ©The mail, madame.” M. Claude deposited a bulging can- 
vas pouch on the table. . 

Kate lowered her coffeecup, staring at the pouch as if a vi- 
per might hiss from the opening. Then she dumped the con- 
tents across the tablecloth and listlessly began the search for a 
larger envelope than the others, even though she’d all but lost 
hope. It was three days now, and she’d heard nothing from 
Gyp. 
Her fingers touched.a small package. Heart beating, Kate 
withdrew it from the pile and turned it between her hands. 
Gyp’s scribble read: “To the Whore.” But Kate scarcely no- 
ticed. Several envelopes were similarly addressed. | 

She untied the cord and pulled off the wrapping, setting the 
small box upon the table. Please let the money be there! As 


Kate lifted the lid, she thought she had never longed to go 


home as much as she did this minute. | 

Instantly a foul stench stung Kate’s nostrils, and she jerked 
backward in shock. A look of startled disgust pinched the 
butler’s face, and the cook sucked in a sharp breath. ; 

Gyp had sent the money. But she had packed it in human 
excrement. Kate gagged. 

“Allow me to dispose of this.” The butler reached. His lips 
had disappeared into a thin line. 

“There . .. there’s money inside.” Eyes watering, Kate 
pressed a scented handkerchief to her nose. It didn’t help. “I 
need that money.” ! 

M. Claude sighed, staring at a spot on the floor. He was 
accustomed to emptying the chamber pots, but it was not his 
favorite duty. “I’ll attend to it, madame.” He whisked the box 
from sight and strode through the door with very straight 
shoulders. 

The cook blinked’ and flapped his apron about the table. 
“More coffee, madame?” A heavy object struck the side of 
the house, and he glanced at the wall. He had viewed The 
Plum; it had thrown him backward in time, and he’d"Yecalled 
the dreams of a pretty little woman who had died with her 
stillborn baby. He patted Kate’s slumped shoulders and 
poured more coffee even though she shook her head no. : 
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i When M. Claude returned with the notes, soaked, scrubbed 





and ironed, Kate silently extended a number to both men. 
They refused, then looked into Kate’s staring eyes and ac- 
cepted the gratuity with murmurs of thanks. Next Kate 
wrapped a sheet of paper around a small packet and 
addressed an evelope to M. Pouget. 

The remainder of the afternoon she hid in the parlor, lis- 
tening to the commotion in the courtyard and turning the 
banknotes between her finger, trying to convince herself the 
stench in her nostrils was only imagination. 

Shadows had dimmed the room, when a swell in the 
crowd's constant_buzzing broke across her thoughts. Kate 
roused herself from a state of lethargy. and her brow fur- 
rowed, She wished Monsieur Claude had bored a peephole in 
the boards over the panes. Unable'to watch, she could only 
guess what happened below. 

“Just an interview, that’s all we want.” | 

“We know who she is, M. Pignalle, so why can’t you tell 
us more?” 

“How was the honeymoon?” Laughter. 

“Mme. Pignalle, how does it feel being married to the most 
famous painter in France?” 

Kate started. They were hours early! She flew from her 
chair and ran down the stairs in time to see Claire and Pig- 
nalle slip through the studio door. The butler hastily slammed 
it behind them as Kate hurled herself upon Claire. 

“Christ almighty! What’s been going on here?” Pignalle 
dropped a satchel and opened his arms to Kate. “Banners and 
placards and slogans!” He grinned. “Your face decorates ev- 
ery street corner! You’re famous!” 

Kate managed a weak smile. “And your house is under 
Siege.” 

“Not for damn long,” Pignalle answered shortly, his smile 
sobering. He tossed: off his hat and cape, then thumbed 
through an address book. He tore out a page and thrust it 
into M. Claude’s hands. “Slip out the back way and contact 
these people. I want at least two guards, more if you can get 
them, and two dogs. This is our home, dammit, not a fair- 
ground!” 

“Let me look at you.” Claire stepped back, and two small 
lines appeared between her brows as she studied Kate’s 
smudged eyes, pale face, and limp hair, which had lost its 
healthy shine. “You look terrible.” 

Kate laughed. “Oh, Claire, you don’t know how I’ve 
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missed you!” She embraced Claire fiercely. “You, I’m pleased 5 
to say, look wonderful!” Claire wore a cream-colored lawn 
traveling suit featuring a neck fraise trimmed in coppery lace 
nearly matching her smooth hair. Both Claire and Pignalle 
appeared refreshed and vibrant. “Come upstairs and tell me 
everything.” 

In the parlor, sitting over fresh herb tea and iced tea cakes, 
the Pignalles interrupted each other, laughing, each compet- 
ing to tell Kate about their chalet, the mountain air, the lush 
fields of tiny wildflowers. 

Pignalle pressed his wife’s hand and grinned. “This woman 
is indefatigable. When I begged to rest my feet and sip a 
quiet aperitif on our balcony, she showed no mercy, but 
dragged me out for yet another walk. Which I confess I en- 
joyed, except that she refused to allow me to work. And the 
valleys and fields simply begged to be painted!” 

“And the sun,” Claire added ruefully, touching her fingers 
to her peeling nose with a smile. | 

“Look at those freckles,” Pignalle teased. “Like a girl.” 

Claire groaned and pushed a wisp of hair from her cheek, 
“Freckles! At my age!” 

“I'm going to paint them. I want to remember you always 
with a sprinkle of freckles, standing in the glow of mountain 
sunlight.” 

“Paint me with these awful spots?” Claire threw him an ex- 
pression of mock horror. “Absolutely not! I want, to be like 
the Countess de Blaine—younger and prettier in every por- 
trait!” | ) 

Pignalle smiled into her eyes and his voice deepened. “My 
dearest wife, you will always be young and beautiful to me.” 

Kate’s eyes moistened at the love warming Pignalle’s par- 
lor; she felt it fold gentle wings around her. And her heart 
filled to bursting as she listened to Claire worry about being 
painted with freckles, as she watched Claire’s hand touch the 
bridge of her nose and not her left cheek. No one observing 
the Pignalles would ever notice the twist of purple ripping 
down Mme. Pignalle’s cheek. When Claire gazed at her hus- 
band, the scar vanished in a radiant glow. 

“Now, then,” Pignalle said when they had remembered 
their trip for Kate. “What’s been happening in town? Obvi- 
ously you’ve been unmasked.” His dark eyes grew serious and 
he pressed Kate’s hand. “Did you make an announcement?” 
he asked gently. “Or... ?” 

Kate took a deep breath and set her plate to one side. She 
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began the story by telling them of her decision to go: home 
and the need for money to begin a new life. 

“Dear Kate,” Pignalle interrupted. “We would gladly give 
you whatever you need, if that’s what you’ve decided.” Claire 
nodded. 

“I... I know.” For a moment tears swam too near the 
surface to speak, and Kate paused before continuing. “But 
you've both done so much already . . . I don’t want to ask 
more.” She met their steady concerned eyes. “I need to take 
charge of my life.” | ' 

After drinking deeply from her teacup, she proceeded to 
explain how she had solved her money problem. At the finish, 
Claire and Pignalle were wiping tears of laughter from their 
eyes. And Kate smiled thinly. She supposed in retrospect it 
might be considered amusing, the confrontation with Gyp, 
running up the sidewalk, Rosette, and the money arriving 
packaged as it had. / 

Pignalle mopped his eyes. “Kate, forgive me, but I would 
have given a great deal to have been standing in the kitchen 
when you opened that box! To have seen the faces of Claude 
and Bertelle. Ah, Lord! He shook his head. “Claude ironed 
the notes?” Kate nodded, and Pignalle chuckled. “Well. That 
explains the horde in the courtyard. Now that they’ve discov- 
ered you, they’re desperate for an interview.” 

“Not everyone. I think most of them would rather tear me 
into little pieces. The League of Decency—” — 

He waved. “My dear, this will pass. The detractors are 
only one slice of pie. Unfortunately, the slices that approve 
just lie in the dish unheard from. But they exist. Remember 
this, if no one supported us, none of this trouble would be 
possible. The critics would have dismissed The Plum as an 
indecency, and that would have been that. Fini. If everyone 
agreed.” 

_ “What do the papers say?” Claire asked. 

“I saved them for you, but I haven’t looked at them. I read 
enough to know the reporters have unearthed everything I’ve 
done since landing in Le Havre.” Kate sighed and attempted 
a pale smile. “And many things I wouldn’t dream of doing.” 
She placed her cup in the saucer. “There are still blank spots, 
or so Monsieur Claude informs me. The papers know about 
the duel, for instance, but they haven’t learned the cause. 
They’re speculating the duel involved Neil’s relationship with 
Gyp.” Silently Kate offered a prayer of thanks that Link Reyn- 
olds’ name had not surfaced, 
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“Who could have imagined this?” Pignalle shook his head, 
looking at the boarded window. “I deeply regret your embar- 
rassment and stress, Kate. If ’'d thought the storm over The 
Plum would center on you...” 

Below the window the chanting rose and fell, “Shame, 
shame, we know your name!” 

Pignalle sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “The cost 
has been dear.” 

“Don’t worry,” Kate insisted. “Don’t let this diminish your 
pride in your masterpiece! Finally you’re receiving the ac- 
claim you've always deserved.” A sheepish smile curved her 
lips. “I can afford to be generous ... Pm going home.” She 
wasn’t proud to suspect she might have felt otherwise had she 
been forced to remain in France. 

“Do you really have to go? What does New York have to 
offer?” Claire leaned forward, her eyes worried. ) 

“That damn painting is driving you away!” — | 

“Please... I’d made this decision before the reporter dis- 
covered me.” She saw they didn’t entirely believe her. “New 
York is home, my roots are there. If I’m going to build a new 
life, I want it to begin at home. And I’m sure you'll agree 
that many problems will be solved when I leave. Neil .. .” 

She talked until she sensed they understood. When Kate fin- 
ished speaking, Claire lit a lamp in the silence and Pignaile 
stared at his boots. | : | 

“We hate to see you leave,” he said finally. “You're our 
family.” 

“When... 2” Claire sank to the footstool and stared into 
Kate’s face. 

“Soon,” Kate whispered. “I think the sooner the better. 
Those people aren’t going to leave me alone, and the two of 
you can’t hope for a normal life with a mob outside your 
door.” She cut off Pignalle’s protest. “Or guards.” She looked 
from one to the other. “I... I want to say good-bye to Vio- 
lette, and 1... I need to visit Jackie’s grave one last time.” 

Claire sighed and tilted her head to look toward the ceil- 
ing. “We'll invite Violette here.” She ingored Pignalle’s grin 
and his rolling eyes. “And there are tricks we can use to get 
you out the door.” , 

The tricks astonished Kate. The next morning Claire disap- 
peared for an hour and returned with her arms full of par- - 
cels. One package contained a plain blue skirt and jacket in 
Kate’s size; another revealed a blue hat. But Claire’s most 
startling purchase was a blond wig. 
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/ Kate stared into the mirror and didn’t recognize the 


woman who peered back at her. Claire did something to tem- 
porarily lighten Kate’s eyebrows; then Pignalle applied a light 
wash of watercolor to her cheeks and chin and nose. When 
he stepped away, Kate gaped into the mirror unable to be- 
lieve what she saw. Pignalle’s artistry had pared away her 
rounded cheeks. He’d widened her nose and dented her fore- 
head. She looked older and used, Kate smiled weakly. After a 
moment she decided she slightly resembled an older model 
she'd met at Pignaile’s Christmas party. 

“I think you’ do, although you won’t fool anyone up 
close.” Claire adjusted a rose-colored spring cloak over Kate’s 
shoulders. “This belongs to Héléne. She’s downstairs.” 

Kate nodded, recalling the older model’s name had been 
Héléne. 

“Everyone outside saw Héléne enter. In a few minutes you 
can leave, and hopefully the crowd will believe it’s Helene.” 
Claire raised two crossed fingers. 

Kate leaned to the mirror one last time, then descended the 
stairs and drew a deep breath before the studio door. Claire 
squeezed her glove; then Kate stepped outside. 

Immediately a chorus of voices shouted, and the guards 
edged nearer the low stone walls ringing the courtyard. “Did 
you see her?” “Did you speak to the Plum?” “What are they 
doing in there?” . 

Kate shrugged her shoulders and shook her head, praying 
that her hat pins were secure enough to prevent the hat and 
the blond wig from tumbling to the ground. A man with a 
pad of paper protruding from his coat pocket hurled his hat 
onto the sidewalk. He slumped on the edge of the wall and 
stared balefully toward the studio door. The others drifted 
back to their banners and placards. © 

Lowering her head, Kate slipped, hastily through the crowd. 
She hurried farther up the sidewalk, her hips moving self-con- 
sciously. And she didn’t expel a sigh of relief ‘until she was 
safely hidden in the dim recesses of a hired cab. 

At potter’s field Kate stepped from the carriage and 
silently watched as men labored in the May sunshine to open 
a new trench. Then she picked her way slowly forward, 
searching for Jackie’s iron cross. She discovered it with a low 
ery of surprise. Mounds of flowers flowed from the marker in 
every direction. Her vision blurring, Kate knelt and brushed 
aside a thicket of plum blossoms until she could read the 
name carved into the crossbar. She swallowed hard, inhaling 
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the sweet fragrance surrounding her, an island of bloom in . 
an earthen sea of gray desolation. 

“You see, Jackie . . .” she whispered. A tight lump ob- 
structed her throat. “You won’t be forgotten.” She covered 
her eyes. “I have to go home now. And I can survive only if 
I pretend this year and a half never happened. It simply 
never was.” Her hand dropped, and Kate stared at the clear 
blue sky, but she saw gray, an endless stretch of leaden gray. 
“Please try to understand.” 

Slowly her hands moved beneath the cloak, and she un- 
pinned a small gold heart from her breast. She clutched it in 
her palm until the point of the heart punctured her skin. Then 
she bent the catch and slipped the gold heart over the pointed 
bar of the cross. “I love you!” 

Then she was running. She ran across the bare torn earth, 
past fallen wooden markers and long sunken lines. She 
stumbled past two women carrying sprays of plum blossoms 
in their arms, but she didn’t notice them through the curtain 
of tears. 

She fled to Pignalle’s and flung herself across the bed, star- 
ing at the ceiling, seeing a small pale face framed in golden 


_ The next day Violette shoved through the mob and gave 
her name to the guards. She marched importantly to the door 
and handed her cape to M. Claude. Upstairs she accepted a 
cup of coffee and balanced a cookie plate on the lap of her 
best gown. : 

“I can’t see what the fuss is all about,” Violette sniffed. 
“Everyone knows painters paint nudes.” She shrugged and 
blinked the brown eye. “They all do it.” 

Kate and Claire smiled, remembering when Violette had 
threatened to evict Neil. 

“I rented your old place to a young couple. I don’t think 
they’re married, but Mimi, that’s the girl, Mimi, she’s preg- 
nant. And, well, I remembered how nice... that is, I...” 
Violette slid a stricken question toward Kate. 

“It’s all right. Discussing babies doesn’t upset me any- 
more.” But behind her lids Kate saw an iron cross. 

“I didn’t know what to do with Neil’s belongings. So I 
packed everything in the shed out behind the outhouse.” Her 
sharp nod indicated she believed the paintings had finally 
found an appropriate home. “If he wants any of that gar- 
bage, or if that patron he brags about wants any of it... 
well, that’s where it is.” 
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' Kate cleared her throat and changed the subject. “I’m go- 
ing home to New York.” 

Violette gasped. “I won't see you again?” Her mismatched 
eyes dampened. “Will you write? Claire could read me your 
letters.” 

“Tl write,” Kate promised. 

Before Violette reluctantly departed, she maneuvered Kate 
into a corner. Chapped hands toyed with the buttons running 
down the front of her best gown. “I... . You remember 
when Pig used to claim that I had a lover... and I let you 
believe it?” 

Kate nodded, touching Violette’s shoulder. 

“Well, I... That’s not true,” Violette whispered, “I never 
had a lover .. . not in my whole life. There was never any- 
body that—” | 

“Now, Violette!” Kate injected a sharp edge into her voice. 
“Shame on you for saying good-bye on a lie!” 

Violette’s head rose, her fleshy lower lip dropped. 

“Don’t try to convince me you don’t have a lover. I’m al- 
most certain that I saw him once or twice myself.” 

“You did?” ! 

“I did. A tall handsome man with dark hair?” 

Violette’s face lit. She cast about in her mind. “Well, he 
could be. I mean, maybe so . . . sometimes.” She stood a 
little straighter. “I can’t fool you, can 1?” A shy pride glowed 
in her eyes. | . 

And for an instant Kate thought her heart would break. 
“No,” she answered thickly, “you can’t fool me.” She hugged 
Violette tightly, feeling thin shoulder blades beneath her 
hands. “Take care, Violette. Watch over Mimi and the baby. 
They’re lucky to have you!” 

“Oh, Kate!” Violette pushed a mended glove against her 
lips; then she rushed blindly throu gh the door. 

And then it was time to leave France. 

At the paddleboat dock, wearing the itchy blond wig, Kate 
Stared desperately at Claire. A flood of doubt assailed her 
mind. What was she doing? She didn’t have a single friend in 
New York. The only person she longed to see, she’d vowed 
never to contact. 

“Til miss you more than . , .” Claire bit her lips and 
blinked rapidly. “Remember. If you need anything,. anything 
at all, write to us!” They touched, clinging, and each won- 
dered at the strange patterns of fate. 

Pignalle kissed both Kate’s cheeks and held her to his 
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chest. “Come back.” But he saw in her swimming eyes that 
Kate would not return. “Maybe . . . maybe we'll come to 
you.” His dark eyes turned liquid, and he slapped his pockets, 
searching for a handkerchief. “I’m catching a cold.” 

Kate laughed through the tears streaming past her lashes. 
“I love you both!” She’d prepared a thousand things to say in 
these few minutes, and they all escaped her mind like steam 
rising from a kettle. “I love you both!” 

A whistle blew, and the river began to churn beneath 
heavy paddles. “All aboard! Last call... all aboard!” 

Kate embraced them furiously; then she ran up the gang- 
plank and pushed forward to the rail. The paddleboat 
chunked into the current, trailing a foam of sparkling 
bubbles. Kate waved her handkerchief until her arm ached, 
until the only way she knew they still watched from the wharf 
was by their size. The tall graceful woman and the small dap- 
per man were among the last to leave. 

Then Kate was alone. 

She swallowed a pebble of fear. Always there had been 
someone to lean on, to attend the details, to smooth the path. 
Now there was no one. Kate located a seat in the shade of a 
bulkhead, away from the sun. After a moment her small 
trembling chin firmed. She would survive. Everyone made 
mistakes, and she would no doubt commit her share. But she 
would find her way. 

By the time the paddleboat docked in Le Havre, Kate had 
convinced herself she could handle almost anything. She pur- 
chased a steerage ticket aboard the steamer Centennial, 
counting out the money carefully, and she decided she per- 
formed as well as if she’d coped with such matters all her 
life. Weil, perhaps not all her life. Otherwise there wouldn’t 
have been a tremor in her hands when she arranged the pur- 
chase of a straw mattress for the journey. 

She was allowed to board immediately. And it was a pun- 
ishing moment when her feet veered from the staircase soar- 
ing toward the upper decks, and she descended into the 
smelly bowels of the ship. Her pride ached. 

It was more difficult yet to dispel a sinking depression as 
she inspected the wooden stalls cubing the steerage holds, 
marking the one that would be her own. Kate fled the foul 
dead air of the enclosure and chose to stand beside a scarred 
railing, staring toward the sea as the ship filled and prepared 
to get under way. 

Once an argument ensued near the chipped iron stairs, 
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and Kate turned to watch as an old woman was removed by 
ship officials. The bulk of steerage passengers were people im- 
migrating to the United States. And the rules were stringent. 
America rejected “people over sixty years of age.” And un- 
married women with children, or lunatics or idiots. America 
didn’t want the deaf, dumb, blind, mained, or infirm. 

Kate turned her face to the rail, wondering how the ship of- 
ficials would respond if they were informed they transported 
a notorious harlot. A woman who threatened to bring down 
the morality of an entire nation. Would America want her? 

She stared at the horizon as if she could see New York’s 
familiar skyline. Home. Was she running to or from some- 
thing? Kate couldn’t be certain, But she did know she had fi- 
nally conquered her mountain, She doubted New York 
newspapers had accorded The Plum an inch of space, if that. 

Relaxing her guard, Kate examined the shabby hodgepodge 
with whom she would share the next two weeks. They would 
eat together, wash their tin dishes together, sleep an arm’s 
Jength from one another. There were no facilities for bath- 
ing—they would learn each other’s smell. They would chat 
while waiting for one of the two toilets. per every one 
hundred steerage passengers. 

She watched as her fellow passengers descended the steps 
and peered blankly around the open deck. A young man 
dropped to a stiff coil of rope and extracted a battered 
concertina from a tied bundle. He closed his eyes and leaned 
his head against the railing, softly singing a plaintive French 
folk tune, which drew the older people like a magnet. They 
gathered silently, listening, their eyes memorizing French 
shores, 

Like Kate, they sailed in search of a better life. Like Kate, 
their breasts beat with hope and they turned their backs to 
the past. But it was not easy. 

Kate wished them well as the Centennial vomited murky 
black clouds and as showers of soot fouled the air. A grum- 
bling roar vibrated to life beneath her shoes, shaking the 
lower decks. Someone in a ship’s uniform lighted the 
stinkpots, pans of smoking sulfur, and drove all the steerage 
passengers onto the decks in order to air the quarters one last 
time before sailing. 

The Centennial’s whistles blasted, horns shrieked, and puffs 
of oily choking black coughed from the stacks: then the ship 
began to drift slowly from the docks. 

The cheers and shouts of the first-class passengers exploded 
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above Kate’s head, and a rain of confetti blew over the lower 
decks. The steerage passengers wiped the colored chips from 
their shoulders without comment. Few steerage passengers | 
cheered or waved. They stood silently beside ragged bundles 
and inhaled the stinging scent of sulfur and soot. A few paled 
to a deathly white as the noisy pitching increased beneath 
their feet. A baby cried. 

Kate turned from their faces and leaned against the railing. 
She lifted her arms and unpinned her hat, then jerked off the 
blond wig and shook her-hair. She dropped the wig, watching | 
It spin into the debris bobbing about the hull. She watched 
until the blond ball soaked through, then sank. | 

Only then did she return her eyes to the horizon. She had 
begun her new life. Nothing in the last year and a half had 
occurred; it did not exist. | 

But before Kate responded to the dinner bell and the oily 
smell of fried pork, something Claire had once said crept | 
across her thoughts. 

“You can never outrun the past; it is with you always. The 
past has a habit of cropping up when least expected.” 
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One OF THE FIRST OBJECTS Kate sighted as the Centennial 
maneuvered into the New York harbor was the tip of a giant 
torch showing above the trees and rooftops. For an instant 
she couldn’t imagine what she was seeing; then she overheard 
the comments of a nearby passenger and she remembered 
reading about America’s birthday present in French newspa- 
pers. 
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: “That’s the hand,” a voice grumbled in French. All steer- 
age passengers crowded the rails, pushing reeking mattresses 
over the side and into the harbor waters. “God knows what 
they did with the other parts! By the time the Americans quit 
bickering, they'll have lost all the pieces!” 

Kate recalled livid French editorials then, decrying Amer- 
ica’s cavalier treatment of her gift. The American govern- 
ment had refused to allocate funds to assemble or mount the 
statue. If Liberty Enlightening the World was to be erected, 
the funds would have to be raised through private donations. 

| Further complicating the matter, everyone had a different 

opinion as to where the statue should be located if the money 
was raised. Thinking about it, Kate laughed out loud. People 
would donate the money; the statue would be mounted. 

Eventually. 

Still smiling, she hurried down the gangplank and pushed 
through the milling crowds on the wharf, anxious to place 
her feet on home soil. She also placed her feet in the soil de- 
posited by a wandering dog and immediately remembered 
what a terrible place New York City really was. | 

Tammany Hall controlled the politics, Irish, Italians, 
Chinese, Poles, French, and Negroes were unwelcome. The 
streets were caked with animal waste, sewers were clogged 
and oozing. Uncollected garbage spilled over the sidewalks. 
Gaudy advertising covered nearly every inch of every build- 
ing wall. The traffic was appalling. Crime ran rampant. Fifty 
thousand people were jobless. One hundred thousand home- 
less children roamed the alleyways. More dramshops existed 
than churches, more tenements than safe housing. 

And Kate loved it. She threw out her arms and embraced 
New York City. Home. 

Riding a hired carriage through the noisy battleground of 
the streets, Kate gazed about, an unconscious smile on her 
lips, and she drank in the vitality of the city, the electricity 
charging the air. New York City suffered its growing pains, 
but nowhere on earth was there a metropolis more vibrantly 
alive. In New York City the populace didn’t stroll. They 
dashed, they bustied, they strode, they ran; they did not stroll. 
People did not wait politely at street corners, they shouted 
and cursed and waved their fists, then hurled themselves into 
the clash and brawl of traffic. There were no sidewalk cafés 
to delight the eye; New Yorkers had no time to idle away an 
afternoon sipping wine and observing a leisurely world saun- 
ter by. New Yorkers equated leisure with malingering. 
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The buildings fiaunted raw new facades, lacking the patina 
of time, and did so proudly. When an edifice began to hint a 
respectable tarnish of age, some entrepreneur flung it down 
and tossed up a new building in its place, larger and grander 
than the one before. New York City was in a hurry, continu- 
ally on the march, changing, flexing, growing on an hourly 
basis. 

As block after busy odoriferous block rolled past, Kate 
watched and listened and began to understand America’s 
seductive siren call to the emigrants of every nation. Oppor- 
tunity quivered in the very air. Anything was possible here. 
Fame and fortune lay in the next roll of fate’s dice, and New 
York City was the green felt table. No place on earth offered 
a better chance at life’s golden ring. 

And Kate meant to have it; she intended to bring New 
York City to its knees. She had scores to settle, heights to 
reconquer. She didn’t yet know how this miracle might be ac- 
complished, but the day would surely come when Fifth Ave- 
nue flung open its doors and begged Kate Callahan to step 
inside. Anything was possible. New York City had been 
Black Jack’s town, and it would be Kate’s town. 

A chiseled profile flashed from a passing cab, then at the 
window of a men’s club. And Kate paled as a tall dark man 
assisted a woman from a carriage. New York City was also 
Link Reynolds’ town. And suddenly Kate experienced a diz- 
 ziness of sick longing. Her need to see him was physically 
painful. And impossible. Link Reynolds belonged in the for- 
gotten past; he represented a hopeless dead end. But he was 
here, in New York. They breathed the same air, walked the 
same soil. Somewhere in this.colorful, noisy, mad melding of 
people—Link was here. Her heart beat faster. She saw him 
wherever her eyes touched. 

And vibrated to the tingling in her nerves until the hired 
Carriage turned out of the brawling lanes and into the quiet 
broad shade of Cherry Street, a residential section of. neatly 
landscaped brick houses placed a discreet distance from the 
street. The carriage halted, but Kate didn’t move. Instead she 
Stared at the house before her as a rush of blood heightened _ 
the color in her cheeks. The house was larger than the others 
on the block, but otherwise it was unremarkable, a three-story 
gingerbread with wings jutting from each side like after- 
thoughts. 

As Kate chewed her lip and hesitated, the door opened and 
@ smartly dressed young woman crossed the porch and grace- 
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fully swung down the walk toward Kate. She smiled curiously 
and nodded, then turned up Cherry, unfurling a stylish pink- 
and-blue-striped parasol. Kate’s heart sank. 

When she looked at the walk leading to the house, she saw 
acres of black-and-white tiles which didn’t fade from her 
vision until she gave herself a shake and squared her shoul- 
ders. 

She swung from the Carriage, then firmed her chin and 
strode up the walk, up the steps, and across a wide porch. 
With only the briefest hesitation, she dropped a heavy brass 
angel against the door. 

A face which belonged in a black alleyway cracked the 
door and subjected Kate to a long, silent scrutiny. Without 
being aware of moving, Kate jerked backward and swallowed 
hard. Her voice faltered. “I, . . I'm here to see Contessa 
«+. please.” 

“Whatta you want?” The voice crawled along her spine 
like iron grating against ice. 

“I... my name is Kathleen Callahan. Contessa is expect- 
ing me.” She hoped to heaven Contessa was expecting her. If 
Claire’s letter had not arrived... Kate had no idea where to 
go. 

“Keep your garters on.” | 

The door clicked firmly shut, and Kate shifted nervously 

om’ foot to foot. Her cheeks flamed. She sensed the 
cabdriver staring as he hefted her trunk to the curbing. She 
was positive condemning eyes peeped from the curtains of 
surrounding houses, 

“All right, sis. Inside. First door on your left. That your 
trunk?” 

Mouth dry, Kate nodded as an immense hulk of @ man 
shouldered through the door and lumbered up the sidewalk, 
The carriage driver hastily straightened and edged backward. 
Then Kate drew a breath and stepped into the dim interior. 

Just inside the doorway she paused, attempting to identify 
@ unique odor. After a moment she abandoned the effort. But 
the scent carried traces of body powder, spilled liquor, disin- 
fectant, perspiration, heavy perfume, dead cigars, and other 


odors Kate hadn’t the experience to recognize. 


Feeling like an intruder, she proceeded along the silent 
hallway, stopping briefly to gaze past double glassed doors 
into a large parlor permanantly shrouded by heavy drapery. 
The room was lavishly furnished. Kate had an impression of 
crimson velvet, gilt-edged paintings, plants. When the chande- 
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lier was lit, the setting would sparkle with gold and crystal 
and silver ornaments. A dark shadowed bar stretched across 
one corner, the back. mirror reflecting rows and rows of 
glasses standing on maghogany shelves. An expensive fringed 
tapestry covered a polished piano. Staring inside, Kate was 
reminded of a carnival Black Jack had once taken her to, just 
before someone threw a switch and suddenly the darkness 
sprang into noise and lights and laughter. 

She jumped when a jeweled hand touched ber sleeve. 

“Kate Callahan?” 

Kate spun, and the momentum carried her into a plump, 
warm embrace. The near scent of powder and rosewater 
pushed at the other smells. Then Kate was looking into fine 
brown eyes, quietly examining her from an older face than 
Kate had expected, but a face which still possessed startling 
beauty. Neither years nor excess poundage masked a striking 
bone structure and milky smooth skin. Age and disillusion- 
ment had pared some of the elegance Claire had described, 
but enough remained to lend the woman authority and | 
charm. An odd blend. White hair waved into an elaborate ° 
upsweep, and Contessa wore a flattering rose-colored gown 
softly draped at the neck. . 

“I didn’t mean to startle you, my dear.” Contessa smiled. 
Her voice was a low, musical poem, “But after reading 
Claire’s letter, I feel as if I know you. Please come in. Pm 
anxious to hear about Claire and this painter she married.” 
Contessa gathered layers of rose-colored silk and led Kate 
into a homey office which Kate intuitively sensed was the 
true heart of the house. 

Bookshelves ringed three sides of the room, 4 pleasantly 
cluttered desk balanced the east wall beneath a collection of | 
muted paintings hung on silk wall covering. A mismatched 
collection of deep comfortable chairs was arranged to face a 
marble fireplace set into one of the bookcase walls. It was 
neither a woman’s room nor a man’s room, but a refuge 
which would appeal to all. 

“May I offer you coffee? Tea?” Contessa tugged a velvet 
pull hanging beside heavy brocade draperies. This room, too, 
depended on lamps rather than sunlight. 

“Coffee, if it’s no trouble.” Kate removed her cape and sat 
on the edge of a chair. 

Contessa smiled, keen intelligence sparking the brown eyes. 
“It’s no trouble at all. I pay good money to see that it’s no 
trouble.” She gave an order to a small round woman with a 
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thick German accent, then Contessa selected the chair facing 
Kate and lifted her slippers to a footstool. She studied Kate 
without speaking until Hilda delivered coffee and thin slices 
of lemon cake. 

. “You're very lovely, my dear,” Contessa said then. “Sugar? 
Cream?” She extended a delicate cup and saucer. “Every bit 
as beautiful as Claire promised.” She smiled, eyes twinkling. 
“If you’re interested in a job... ?” . 

The saucer tilted in Kate’s hand, and a horrified expression 
chased the color from her cheeks. “Oh, no! I...” 

Contessa laughed, and her age disappeared in the sound. 
“A small jest, my dear. I’ve been in this business too long not 
to be a fair judge of people. I know a whore when I see one.” 
The words jolted; it was easier to pretend this house was not 
what it was. A wise nod accompanied Contessa’s next words. 
“You, I’m afraid, are a one-man woman.” 

Kate’s face blazed, and she blinked at the bookshelves. 

Contessa smiled softly. “If you’re going to stay with us— 
and please understand that you’re welcome for as long as you 
like—we mustn’t stand on formality or pretend to be what we 
are not. We'll begin with honesty, then honesty shall always 
follow. Agreed?” 

“Agreed,” Kate choked. 

“Good. 3 

“J... L want to pay for room and board—” 

Contessa waved a hand glittering with diamonds. “I won't 
hear of it. No. This is a favor to Claire; I owe Claire a great 
deal.” 

“I'd prefer to pay something.” Kate’s brow furrowed. “And 
I... IT understood that Claire owed you .. .” 

Contessa smiled into her cup. “Miles. Ah, yes, Miles. So 
Claire told you about him. What she probably didn’t tell you 
was how she held this place together for six months while I 
was chasing around St. Louis with a no-good card shark fif- 
teen years younger than I. No, Claire probably didn’t tell you 
about that. It was the stupidest thing I ever did. But Lord, 
the man was handsome!” She sighed. “And a devil when the 
lights went out!” She laughed at the pink dotting Kate’s 
cheeks. “But not worth throwing away a business for—which 
would have happened if Claire hadn’t stepped in. When I 
came back to New York, dragging my tail between my legs, 
the place was still in operation, the paperwork up-to-date, ev- 
erything running smoothly. If Claire hadn’t acted in my be- 
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half, ?'d have lost everything. Which amounts to a sizable 
investment.” 

Kate hadn’t the slightest notion what to say. 

“Hushing up Miles’s death cost peanuts compared to what 
it costs to set up an operation like this. Palms have to be 
greased from the flatfoot on the beat right up to and includ- 
ine Tammany Hall. I crawled into town thinking | was dead 
broke, everything squeezed by the card shark, and I discov- 
ered I had a nice pile of money put away. That is a heavy 
debt, my dear, and it will take more than. disposing of a 
Miles Grant to discharge it.” 

Kate blinked into her cup. She could not believe that she 
was sitting in a whorehouse discussing dead bodies and pay- 
offs with a madam. 

Sensing Kate’s thoughts, Contessa tactfully turned the con- 
yersation. “Tell me about Claire. I’ve read her letter and ex- 
amined the newspaper clippings she enclosed. It seems she’s 
married not just a painter, but the painter of the decade. Is 
she happy? Will this Pignalle be good to her? Is she living 
well?” 

Now on solid ground, Kate responded eagerly to Contessa’s 
interest. She spoke of Claire and Pignalle for nearly an hour, 
until she satisfied Contessa that Claire was happy and weil 
loved. 

“I’m pleased for her,” Contessa commented fondly. She 
poured more coffee, then leaned into her chair with a soft 
sigh. “I’m glad Claire’s out of the business. It’s not like it was 
in the old days. Things change. In the old days we didn’t 
have clients, we had friends. It was more than just pay the 
money, take your pleasure, and walk out the door. Now 
_. ° Contessa stirred her coffee, and a hard point appeared 
in the fine clear eyes. “‘Now it’s all business. No pretense at 
anything else, just business. It isn’t the same.” 

“Claire thought of her... gentlemen as more than just 
_.. clients.” Kate blinked into space. The sense of unreality 
persisted. Kate thought back to the night Claire had 
confessed her background. If someone had then told Kate 
that a year later she herself would be sitting in Contessa’s 
whorehouse, she wouldn’t have believed it for a second. If 
fate could laugh, the heavens must be rocking. “What you're 
describing isn’t what Claire—” | 

Contessa’s eyes turned stony. “Then Claire’s illusions re- 
main in place. Mine, unfortunately, do not.” She glanced at 
Kate above the cup rim. “Let me tell you a little story.” She 
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settled between the chair wings and shifted her eyes to the 
Shelves. “Near the middle of March we experienced a spell of 
warm dry weather. None of the girls were awake yet, I was 
in here working, and it occurred to me that several years had 
elapsed since I really enjoyed spring. Call it spring fever if 
you will, but the more I considered it, the more I yearned for 
a drive in the country. I put away the papers, fetched my hat 
and gloves, and ordered up the carriage.” 

Contessa lowered her eyes to the vacant fireplace. Kate lis- 
tened quietly. 

“The day was magnificent. Clive drove me to the tip of the 
island, and we didn’t see a soul. Both sides of the road were 
blooming with early colors and smells so fresh and bright I 
can’t begin to describe them. The trouble occurred on the re- 
turn trip. The carriage broke an axle. Clive, whom you met 
at the door—he’s been my handyman, bouncer, and driver 
for longer than I can remember—Clive and I stood in the 
road and stared at each other. It was a very long walk back 
to town. Several miles, in fact. You can imagine my delight 
when a carriage appeared in the distance, traveling toward 
the city.” 

She sipped her coffee, but Kate doubted she tasted it, 
Brown eyes frowned into memory. 

“I was further relieved to recognize Judge Lewis Cranston 
as the sole occupant of that carriage. Lewis Cranston has 
been coming here every Thursday night for twenty-five years. 
For the last five a physical problem has prevented any inter- 
est in the girls, but he still arrives every Thursday night. He 
sits where you're sitting now, and he and I sip a whiskey and 
reminisce about the old days. Sometimes we don’t talk at all. 
It’s comfortable to sit. quietly with a friend. At least, I 
thought he was a friend.” Contessa rolled her head against 
the back of the chair. “Oh, the stories I could tell you about 
Judge Lewis Cranston! Many a deal has been cut in the con- 
ference room behind my parlor. Over the years the fate of 
more people was arranged there than on Judge Cranston’s 
bench. And never a hint, never a breath of what went on 
here ever passed outside these walls.” The cup shook slightly 
in the saucer. 

Kate cleared her throat and pleated her skirt with her fin-. 
gers. 

“But that day, the day of the broken axle, Judge Lewis 
Cranston took one hard look at who stood beside the road 
wearing a big smile of relieved welcome, and he ordered his 
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man to drive on. He left Clive and me standing in his dust, 
watching his carriage wheels disappear.” Her mouth pinched 
into a line. “I had a lot of time to think while I was walking 
back to the city. A whole lot of time.” 

“Pm sorry...” | 

“And what I realized is that I’ve been a damned fool. I ap- 
proached this business all wrong. A whore is just a whore. 
Nothing more—not a friend, not an acquaintance, not a real 
person. Just a whore.” She tossed off the last of her coffee. 
“Judge Lewis Cranston still comes here every Thursday night. 
He has never once mentioned the incident in the country. He 
assumes that naturally I agree it would be indecent or scan- 
dalous or whatever to offer help to a no-account old whore. 
And that hurts.” 

Kate dropped her gaze from Contessa’s expression. 

“What hurts most is discovering the truth at my age, after 
years of believing in something else. I look back over my life 
and I wonder what I got out of it. Enough investments to 
keep me in silk if I live to be two hundred. But all those 
friends I thought I had—they died in the country beside a 
broken axle. Along with pride and purpose. I may have spent 
my life running a whorehouse, but by God it’s been a class 
operation, the best parlor house in town. And until March, 
that meant something to me!” 

There was nothing Kate could say. 

“It’s dangerous to strip away illusions at my age. You don’t 
smash a person’s life and expect her to accept it quietly. I'd 
give a great deal to hit back. To bend the rules and strike out 
at all those sanctimonious muckity-mucks who dare pass 
judgment. Who are they to judge me? Each one of them has 
a pocket full of nasty little secrets. At least I operate in the 
open, I don’t pretend to be anything but what I am.” She 
stared at Kate. “I’d like to see all of them squirm beside a 
broken axle, just once, before I get out of this business!” 

Kate smiled thinly. “That part I understand. I guess I had 
a broken axle too, and no one in New York would help me 
either. All I asked was that the people I thought were friends 
would act like friends, all I wanted was a little kindness and 
company.” Her eyes grayed to flint. “I mean to make New 
York City sit up and take notice. You're right, those people 
are no better than you or me—and I’m going to see that they 
understand that. New York is going to wish it hadn’t turned 
its back on Kate Callahan!” 

Contessa laughed, relaxing into her chair. “My dear, I wish 
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you all the luck in the world. But you're biting off a mouth- 
ful. How do you plan to accomplish this triumphant return?” 

Embarrassed, Kate dropped her head. “Right now it’s just 
talk, wishful boasting. I don’t have any idea how [’ll do it.” 

“Well, when you figure everything out, you come see me. I 
want a piece of that action.” Contessa chuckled. “Now, then, 
we've discussed Claire, and I’ve prattled on about myself. 
What about you?” 

“I need to find work, then I'll move to a boardinghouse. 
And... and begin my new life.” 

“Work. What can you do?” 

Kate pondered the question for the millionth time. “I can 
cook and I can sew.” Which meant nothing, except she'd 
possessed neither skill when she departed New York. 

Contessa shook her head, her expression sobering. “So. 
You're qualified to be a cook’s assistant, if you can provide 
impeccable references. Or you can devote twelve hours a day, 
six days a-week, laboring over a machine in one of the textile 
mills where lint and fiber dust will fill your lungs and kill you 
before you reach thirty.” She looked at Kate. “Either job 
would pay ... oh, maybe seven: or eight dollars a week.” 
Her eyes crinkled. “My girls make one hundred and fifty a 
week.” She laughed, low and musical. “No? Well, we'll come 
up with something better than cook’s assistant or machine op- 
erator. In fact, I have a little idea. Let me think it through 
and see what can be arranged.” 

Beyond the office door the house had come to life as they 
talked. Kate heard women’s voices, some laughing, some ar- 
guing. A sad tune plinked across the piano, struck a sour 
chord, began again. 

Standing, Contessa glanced at the clock on the. mantel. 
“Dinnertime. We eat at. six; by nine o’clock things begin to 
get lively. I’ve put you in a quiet room on the third floor. No 
-one will bother you. In about a week, I think, we'll discuss 
your work situation again.” 

Kate nodded gratefully and followed Contessa in to dinner. 

Mealtimes, she would learn, were gay and noisy. The girls 
gathered around a long table in an enormous dining room, 
drifting in from all parts of the house in response to Hilda’s 
bell. As they seated themselves, chattering and teasing, Kate 
was reminded of a girls’ academy. Except few girls’ schools 
seated as many beautiful young. women at one table. Most 
wore gowns comparable in cost to anything Kate had owned 
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at the height of Black Jack’s fortune. And Contessa’s girls 
dined on food fit for royalty. 

Contessa introduced Kate, and the girls accepted her with 
a scatter of good-humored teasing, testing her. 

“You might as well learn something while you're waiting 
for work. And I know just the dude to teach you ... every- 
thing. You girls remember Ace Monagan?” 

“Oh, God!” Someone groaned and fell backward in a 
mock faint. 

Kate smiled weakly and tasted the sauerbraten. 

“The most important thing to remember is never, never 
break wind in bed—it’s the worst thing a woman can do!” 
Kate’s cheeks flamed as the others laughed agreement. 

“Maybe Kate’s smarter than any of us. At least by keeping 
herself to herself, she doesn’t suffer constipation! Lordy, 
Lordy!” Following a brisk discussion, everyone agreed consti- 
pation was a whore’s greatest occupational hazard. 

“Girls!” Contessa’s stare froze the conversation. “We will 
behave like ladies at dinner, if you please!” She glared at 
each from the head of the table, and they grumbled, then 
plied Kate with questions regarding the latest Paris fashions. 
All tactfully avoided mentioning their obvious distaste for 
Kate’s out-of-date black walking suit. Someone asked if 
Frenchmen were as handsome and devilish in bed as legend 
would have it. Contessa diverted the question with a scowl. 

Blushing furiously, Kate answered what she could and 
tried to swallow her dinner without strangling. She couldn’t 
help staring at the girl directly across the table. Baby Lou 
wore the smock of a fifth-grader, buckle shoes, and pink satin 
ribbons on the end of blond pigtails. Baby Lou looked as if 
she couldn’t be older than’ eleven, until she spoke, and then 
she was older then Kate would ever be. Farther down the 
table sat a thin brunette sporting red satin jockey pants, a 
billed cap, and patent-leather boots. Her name was Puss. Puss 
introduced the others: Dollie Cake, Sadie, Dot, Muffie, 
Blondie, Duchess, Royal Bee, and a. silent exotic creature 
called Lotus. They came in every hair color and size, and all 
were breathtakingly lovely. 

When Kate allowed herself to imagine how these young 
women would spend the remainder of the evening, she felt 
faint. Pushing aside a last bite of cherry strudel, she excused 
herself, terrified that she would still be sitting at the table 
when the first knock sounded. 

Dollie Cake pouted. “You can stay for an after-dinner 
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sherry, can’t you? Id like to hear more about Paris. I was 
there once with this guy .. .” She positioned her palms 
about seven inches apart and rolled her eyes. “I wish you 
could have seen how that guy was...” 

Kate fled. 

Upstairs, in her third-floor room, she perched stiffly on a 
chair beside the bed and listened as hard as she ever had in 
her life, straining toward a whisper of footsteps on the stair- 
case or a hint of wild revelry from below. But Contessa had 
insulated the house years ago. If debauchery was taking place 
downstairs, it was a sedate debauchery, as far as Kate could 
tell. She heard nothing. 

After a time Kate relaxed enough to open a window over- 
looking the street, and she let the cool night air bathe her 
face. Tomorrow was the first day of June; the first day of her 
future: And she was beginning it in a whorehouse. Kate 
rested her chin in her palm, and a slow smile restored some 
color to her cheeks. Never break wind in bed. Words to live 
by. A lesson upon which to build a profitable future. She de- 
cided none of this could be real. 

But the carriages rolling up before the house were real. 


‘The men strolling up the walk in top hats and white gloves 


were real. 
And every one resembled Link Reynolds. Kate saw his 


rugged profile on one man, recognized his confident stride in 


another. Reynolds’ broad shoulders rippled beneath that cape, 
his deep voice laughed softly from the porch. 

Kate spun from the window and drew a shaky breath. Did 
Link Reynolds visit places like this? Hastily she pulled the 
draperies across the window. He was a man, wasn't he? Not a 
saint, Behind her lids she pictured him looking into the exquis- 
ite Sadie’s sultry green eyes, staring down with flickering 
desire as his powerful hands reached to... Kate shook her 
head violently, showering hairpins over the carpet. Forget 
him! It’s over! Finished. He doesn’t exist! | 

But Link Reynolds existed in her dreams. And she en- 
visioned him surrounded by Sadie, Lotus, and the ravishing 
Dollie Cake. Kate watched from a doorway as Reynolds 
drew each into his arms and made slow, skilled love to them 
while Kate wept and agonized and moaned his name from a 
door she could not enter, 

Discounting the disturbing dreams, Kate adjusted rapidly 
to life at Contessa’s. Which amazed her when she thought 
about it. Humanity’s ability to adapt always mystified. After 
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the first shock of meeting the girls and picturing their eve- 
nings, Kate discovered herself accepting them without judg- 
ment. Most she liked; but they were not Claire Grants. 
Contessa was correct in avowing that times had changed. 
None of the current girls possessed the quiet elegance of the 
young women Contessa described from the old days. Neither 
were they as blatant and outspoken as Kate had first feared. 

But when the girls talked shop, they could still make Kate’s 
ears burn, even a week after her arrival—when she had de- 
cided she’d heard everything. Regardless, Kate quickly dis- 
covered vulgarity was but a small percentage of the 
conversation. Most of the girls preferred to discuss their trav- 
els, their lost families, their strangely innocent dreams for the 
future. Nearly all foresaw a home of their own one day, 
peopled with a devoted wealthy husband and adoring chil- 
dren. They described their personal visions endlessly and pro- 
tectively, and occasionally they rushed from the room in 
tears. When all was said and done, somewhere in a private 
corner they knew who and what they were—they all had bro- 
ken axles in their past. 

As the girls slept until two o'clock, Kate occupied the 
mornings helping Contessa count linen and tally the nightly 
breakage. Each morning the parlor had to be aired (though 
Kate didn’t think airing helped much) and swept out and pol- 
ished. Accounts had to be figured, the paperwork completed. 
Contessa charged the girls for meals, linens, and their rooms. 

“In the old days, we settled up once a month. Now I do it 
every week.” Contessa shrugged and placed a stack of clean 
towels in the hallway closet. “They don’t stay as long as they 
used to, they drift on. And they spend their money as quickly 
as they earn it. On everything but their own future.” 

Kate wrapped a pile of soiled linen in a sheet and tied the 
corners. “It seems to me that a lot of money goes into 
mouths. I think Muffie and Sadie are the only two lacking at 
least one gold tooth.” She dropped the bundle over the stair- 
case railing and watched it sail to the ground floor, where 
Hilda waited. Hilda carried the linen outside to be collected 
by the laundry wagon. 

“Status,” Contessa sniffed. “It used to be what was on your 
back, now it’s also what’s in your mouth. Every whore in 
town has to have a gold tooth if she has an ounce of pride.” 

Kate laughed. In the past week she’d come to respect and 
enjoy Contessa. “How did you escape sparkling when you 
smile?” she teased. 
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Contessa’s brown eyes turried sheepish. “I didn’t. It just 
takes a big smile.” She opened her mouth and pointed to a 
yellow glint toward the back. “Embarrassing, isn’t it? Gold 
teeth! Lord!” She patted her white upsweep. “You might as 
well wear a sign around your neck. Not like the old days, I 
can tell you!” 

Duchess leaned out of a doorway, naked as the day she 
was born but arranged. a great deal more provocatively. She 
blinked irritably and leveled a regal stare. “Some of us 
worked all night. Will you by God please discuss the good 
old days someplace else?” She scratched her armpit. “Busy 
night.” She was still wearing a paste tiara in the mounds of 
yellow hair. 

“Sorry, go back to bed.” Kate lifted a brow toward Con- 
tessa and wiped her hands on an apron pinned over her black 
gown.. “Finished?” 

“And ready for my coffee.” 

Duchess sniffed as they passed, and shut her door with a 
haughty click. 

Contessa spoke from the corner of disapproving lips. “I’m 
worried about Duchess. She’s drinking too much, not sleeping 
well. She’s starting to hate—she went after one of the clients 
with a button hook last month. If she gets out of line again 
... Contessa sighed. “It’s not an easy life. They get bored. 
They have too much time to brood and feel sorry for them- 
selves.” 

Nodding, Kate followed Contessa into the office. Privately, 
Kate thought the girls’ lives indescribably dull. Some read, 
but as Contessa no longer enforced a reading rule, few made 
it a habit. They shopped or arranged new hairstyles for each 
other, they put on and took off: their finery. They made up 
games, and played cards and nibbled candies and sat around 
the parlor in chemises and stockings, comparing hips and 
breasts and customers. Sometimes they erupted into anger, 
but more often they seemed listless and without animation 
until dinnertime. Then they donned their gowns and smiles 
and some inner mechanism wound them up for work. 

“This is my favorite time of the day. Mornings.” Contessa 
sighed, propped her slippers on a footstool, and settled back 
with her coffee. “The work is done, and the house is still 
quiet. There’s time to read or sew or just sit and think. No 
one thinks anymore. Too busy.” 

Kate preferred not to think. When she wasn’t occupied, 
memories crowded past her guard, France invaded her 
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thoughts. And Link. She constantly had to defend against 
wondering where he was now, what he was doing. If he ever 
thought of her, if he remembered. 

“T have a possibility for you to consider.” 

7 an instant Kate didn’t place Contessa’s meaning. “A 
job oF 
Contessa nodded. “The pay is appalling, ten dollars a 
week.” 

“I can live on that. A boardinghouse will cost about five. . 

Contessa sighed. “You'll live like Mrs. Astor,” she com- 
mented dryly, sounding so like Claire that Kate suffered a 
sudden pang beneath the heart. “If you want the job, it’s 
yours. Clement Merrimart owes me a little favor. Before his 
daughter married, she appeared on my porch looking for 
work . . . some idea about running away and seeking her 
fortune. I sent her home. . . after a staged demonstration. 
But that’s neither here nor there. Anyway, the girl married 
happily, and Clement feels he’s owing.” 

“What would the job be?” . 

“Clement Merrimart owns the Clarion. It’s a daily newspa- 
per, probably the smallest in New York City, but Clement’s 
kept it afloat for forty years. God knows how. I'd be sur- 
prised if he ever made a dime from it.” 

“A newspaper?” Kate stared, and her coffee sloshed. “You 
arranged a job for me on a newspaper?” Her mind stumbled, 
refusing to accept a newspaper as anything but the enemy. 

“News won't kill you like the mills, and it’s infinitely more 
interesting than sweating in a hot kitchen. The Clarion is too 
small to have an art critic, but Clement agrees it’s time he ex- 
panded his horizons.” 

“An art critic?” Kate stared. 

“Why not?” Contessa shrugged, pleased with her idea. 
“You spent over a year in the very center of the art world, 
you're married to a painter... it would certainly appear 
that you’re qualified. At least as qualified as the Clarion read- 
ers could care about. I think you can handle the job.” 

“But . . . review art?” Kate covered her eyes, and her 
shoulders shook with helpless laughter. It was that or cry. 
“Me? Review art?” . ; 

“For heaven’s sake! How hard can it be? You look at a 
painting and ask yourself: Do I like this or do I feel like tak- 
ing a nap? How difficult is that?” It was Contessa’s turn to 
stare. 

Kate looked up then, wiping her eyes on her apron hem. 
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Oh, the crafty backwaters of fate! “Thank you,” she gasped. 
The laughter choked and bubbled in the back of her throat. 
“I accept. Pil be the Clarion’s first art critic, if they'll have 
me.” She looked at the paintings above Contessa’s desk. And 
had no idea if they were good or bad or somewhere in be- 
tween. “Those paintings .. .” She pointed. “Are they any 
good?” 

“Of course they’re good. They cost enough.” 

Kate laughed until Contessa felt her forehead and insisted 
she go upstairs and lie down. 


29 
a es 


SHORTLY BEFORE KATE DEPARTED FOR Murray Street and 
Mrs. Wilson’s boardinghouse, Contessa assembled the girls 
and made an announcement. 

“Whores don’t have sales days,” Duchess objected. She 
poured a large whiskey at the bar. “Count me out.” 

Contessa frowned at the whiskey. “Not you, your clothes.” 

Dollie Cake pointed to Kate, who stood in the parlor door- 
way, miserably embarrassed. “Kate needs clothes, for Christ’s 
sake. How can she go to work looking like that?” Dollie 
Cake’s rouged mouth pursed into a pout. “So haul out your 
old stuff and price it low enough so Kate can afford it.” 

Duchess sipped the whiskey, dismissing the others with a 
sniff. “Y don’t own any ‘old stuff.’ Everything J wear is new 
and fashionable, not like some I could name.” She tossed her 
yellow hair and swept grandly from the parlor. 

The girls stared at each other; then the parlor erupted in a 
scramble for the stairs. “Til show her! Fil replace my entire 
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wardrobe!” “When that uppity bitch sees me next week, she'll 
die of envy!” “She wants fashion? Pll show her ass fashion! 
Just wait!” 

Contessa covered her eyes and shook her head. She sum- 
moned a weak smile for Kate. “I have an idea there'll be a 
wider selection than we anticipated.” She watched as the girls 
tumbled down the stairs and flung armloads of clothing 
across the furniture and carpet. “Don’t pay too much,” Con- 
tessa advised. “I’ll wager what you don’t want is going to end 
in the dustbin.” 

Dollie Cake and Royal Bee were almost exactly Kate’s 
size, and Kate purchased their less flamboyant ensembles, in- 
cluding shawls, gloves, fans, shoes, stockings, cloaks, petti- 
coats, and parasols. In the end, Kate spent more than she’d 
intended, but she paid a few dollars for gowns and hats 
worth hundreds. The fate of the other girls’ castofis she didn’t 
learn, but her own black wardrobe she gave to Hilda with in- 
structions to burn everything. 

“You look like a new person,” Contessa approved. 

Kate felt like a new person. She wore a candy-striped 
wine-and-white silk with a ruched satin front. Lace edged the 
throat and cuffs and defined a short walking train. Eighteen 
wine-colored satin buttons ran down a molded bodice which 


clung to her breasts like a second skin. In her white-gloved 


hand Kate carried a matching parasol. 


Blushing with pleasure, she leaned to the hallway mirror 


and tied a high-crowned hat over her gleaming chignon. She 
looped folds of wine-colored gauze beneath her chin, then 
straightened and looked at Contessa. “I dont know what to 
say .. . how I can ever thank you enough.” Kate squeezed 
the older woman’s hands and appealed to keen dark eyes. 

Contessa smiled. “Come back and see us.” She kissed 
Kate’s cheek, leaving behind the scent of rosewater. “And 
remember me when you’re ready to bring down New York 
City.” 

Kate laughed. “I will, I promise.” 

She left Cherry Street in higher spirits than she’d experi- 
enced in months. The new clothes boosted Kate’s confidence, 
and she took secret pleasure in seeing more than a few ad- 
miring glances cast her way. Kate unfurled the dainty parasol 
and leaned back in Contessa’s landau, smiling at Clive’s mas- 
sive back as he flicked a whip above the horses’ backs. 
Despite Clive’s ruined face, Kate had discovered him to be a 
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gentle bear of a man whom she would miss as much as Con- 
tessa and Dollie Cake and Puss and all the rest. 

But when Clive reined before Mrs. Wilson’s boardinghouse, 
Kate’s spirits fell. She had a feeling she would miss Contessa 
and the luxuries of Cherry Street more than she had guessed. 
Mrs. Wilson’s boardinghouse slumped on a patch of scraggly 
yellow lawn between two rows of crumbling brownstones. 
The clapboard siding hadn’t known paint in years. Aban- 
doned trunks, broken cartons, worn-out furniture, and 
mounds of shattered tiles and utensils lay about the side yard 
in moldering profusion. 

Kate stepped slowly from the carriage. Unhitched wagons 
lined the curbing on both sides of Murray Street. Beneath 
them were hills of garbage, alive with buzzing clouds of 
blue-black flies. Kate could smell the refuse and the urine- 
soaked hay in the stable on the corner. Stable traffic pounded 
sun-dry manure in the streets, blowing it up her nose, coating 
her shoulders with pungent gray dust. 

She brushed her skirt and cast a fleeting glance toward 
Clive as she squared her jaw. What could she expect for four 
dollars a week, breakfast and supper included? Besides, Kate 
promised herself grimly as she stepped across a sagging 
porch, this was only temporary, only until she made her for- 
tune. Opportunity was everywhere—wasn’t it? Looking at the 
row of dark, defaced tenements directly across the street, she. 
wasn’t so certain. 

A gaunt-faced older woman opened the door and shoved a 
lock of iron-gray hair in the general direction of a bun on her 
neck. She peered hard at Kate. 

“Mrs. Wilson? Remember me—Kathleen Callahan?” The 
dim interior smelled of stale air and fried hominy. “I was 
here last Thursday evening . . . I rented the room over the 
kitchen?” | " 

Mrs. Wilson’s tiny eyes reminded Kate of marble-sized 
chips of raw liver. The woman examined Kate suspiciously. 
“You sure don’t look like Miss Callahan.” She stared at the 
candy-striped gown. “I don’t allow no doxies in my place. 
puly reason I can charge so high is by keeping a respectable 

ouse.” 

Kate tried to ignore the weeds and the junk pile at the cor- 
ner of her eye. Mrs. Wilson’s boardinghouse had definitely 
profited by darkness; Kate wondered uneasily if she’d have 
rented the room had she seen the house by daylight. “I quite 
understand, Mrs. Wilson. I assure you I'll do nothing to dis- 
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grace your good name.” Her stomach churned. She intended 
to be out of here by the end of summer. Please, God! 

A band of ragged children leapfrogged over the fire hy- 
drants; an older group loitered on the stoop next door, shoot- 
ing tobacco juice and idily carving their initials into the side 
of the building. A cart rattled past. the porch, the vendor 
shouting the price of fresh cat meat. Flayed pink slices lay un- 
der a torn awning, turning gray. beneath a coating of manure 
dust. Kate swallowed a sudden rush of liquid. Please, God— 
no Jonger than the end of summer. Two and a half months 
would be all she could bear. 

“All right, then, so long’s you understand.” Mrs. Wilson 
stepped back, allowing Kate inside. She jabbed a bony finger 
toward a dark narrow staircase and gave Clive Kate’s room 
number. He hauled Kate’s trunk up the stairs, then returned 
to shake her hand, grunt, and drive away. 

Kate watched him go as if Clive were her dearest friend in 
the world; then she sighed and turned for a rapid exam- 
ination of a small stuffy parlor which had seen better days. 
Striped wallpaper peeled from the corners; no sunlight pene- 
trated dusty velvet draperies. A lifetime collection of odds 
and ends jammed every inch of space. Plaster casts, potted 
ferns, a faded floral carpet. The walls were obscured by steel 
engravings, lithographs, embroidered mottos, a mounted fish, 
and paintings so dark the subjects could not be identified in 
the gloom. Albums, scrapbooks, and stereoscope, and fringed 
cushions cluttered the furniture. The sofa and chairs were 
heavy horsehair lumps. 

Kate’s heart sank. Biting her lips, she moved toward the 
staircase, holding tight to the railing, as the stairs were steep 
and dark, the carpet runner worn. 

Mrs. Wilson followed on her heels, a flat monotone reciting 
the litany of the house. “No men allowed in your room. No 
cooking allowed in your room. No liquor allowed in your 
room. Breakfast at six-thirty sharp, supper at seven sharp. If 
you miss a meal, you get no refund; if you’re late, you get 
whatever’s left over, no special treatment. Lights out at ten 
o’clock. The lamps are refilled each Monday. Put your sheets 
and towels in the hallway on Monday morning if you want 
laundry. That’s fifteen cents extra. You’re responsible for the 
cleaning and upkeep of your room, and if it isn’t up to stand- 
ard, you’ll have to move. If you break the house rules, you'll 
have to move. You can have company in the parlor on Sun- 
day afternoons from one to four.” 
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_ “T understand,” Kate responded, pausing at the top of the 
staircase to catch her breath. 

“Rent is paid in advance, every Sunday night. If you're 
late with the money, you'll have to move, When do you start 
that job you told me about?” : 

“Tomorrow. I start tomorrow morning.” 

“Good. Working people pay.” Mrs. Wilson turned down 
the steps. “Remember. Seven sharp tonight if you want to 
eat. And don’t expect wine. No drinking on Sunday, by law, 
and IJ don’t serve spirits in this house. Mr. Lilly sometimes of- 
fers wine at dinner, but that’s his affair, and yours if you ac- 
cept. But not on Sunday. This is a godly house.” 

The iron-colored head disappeared down the staircase 
trailing “thou-shalt-nots.” 

Kate pressed a heavy latch and stepped inside her room, 
untying her hat. She had received a bonus most of the other 
rooms lacked. She was blessed with two narrow windows and 
a chance for cross ventilation. Both were curtained in cheap 
printed material which looked as if it would crumble to dust 
at a touch. She dropped her hat on the metal bed, looking at 
the spokes of the headboard. Perhaps brass lay beneath a 
grimy coating of gray. Perhaps not. The spread dipped 
toward a valley carving the center of the matiress, and. Kate 
correctly suspected it would be impossible to sleep without 
rolling into the cleft. A Sagging wardrobe, a chair, and a 
washstand completed the furnishings. Her trunk filled the 
space between the door and the chair. 

Kate heaved another large sigh as her spirits took a final 
tumble. She hadn’t expected luxury, but Mrs. Wilson’s was 
far worse than she had allowed herself to believe. Flipping 
back the lid of her trunk, she listlessly set out the cushion for 
her hat pins, her bath sponge, her combs and brushes, her 
button hook, and the small sewing kit Claire had given her. 
The yellowed lace. doily atop the washstand disappeared. 
Kate didn’t see how she would possibly find a place for ev- 
erything. There definitely was not enough space in the peeling 
wardrobe to accommodate all her new finery. 

She spent the afternoon alranging and rearranging the 
closet-sized room until she managed to create a spot for her 
trunk against the south wall, jammed beside the washstand. If 
she had to be here for any length of time, she decided it 
would be necessary to hire someone to install a shelf or two. 
And paint over the brown walls with a cheerful color. And 
hang a picture or a print. And replace the curtains and the 
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patched bedspread. And reupholster the chair. And... Kate 
shuddered. No. She wouldn’t squander a penny; she wasn't 
about to remain here that long. 

At five minutes to seven Kate looped her train over her 
arm and descended the steep. staircase, entering the parlor 
hesitantly. Seven people crouched elbow to elbow on the 
lumpy furniture, three men and four women. They glanced 
up as Kate stepped inside; then the men stood, and the one 
called Mr. Lilly, an elderly man wearing a soiled paper col- 
lar, offered Kate his place on the sofa. He attempted intro- 
ductions, but Kate didn’t hear all the names, as Mrs. Wilson 
waved a bell and everyone shuffled into the dining room. 

Mrs. Wilson’s fare was plain but hearty and the table con- 
versation surprisingly brisk. The talk centered on money and 
hard times, as Kate would discover it did at every meal. Cov- 
ertly studying her table companions, she suspected her own 
meager finances far exceeded those of Mrs. Wilson’s board- 
ers. Seated beside the other women’s unadorned dark simplic- 
ity, Kate realized she was uncomfortably overdressed in her 
candy-striped silk. A fact not lost on the boarders, who 
silently adjusted the pecking order among themselves, some 
with more grace than others. 

“IT understand you’re to be the art critic at the Clarion.” 
The speaker was a portly middle-aged man with a sunburned 
face. Mr. Dubrowski drove a beer wagon, and his large 
square hands were permanently discolored from the reins. 

Kate leveled a stare toward the head of the table, but Mrs. 
Wilson appeared not the least uncomfortable. “That’s cor- 
rect,” Kate answered shortly. She asked the woman on her 
right to please pass the mashed potatoes, then saw the 
mashed potatoes were gone. 

“At least you have a job. A lot of people don’t,” Mr. Lilly 
commented. He broke a biscuit and layered it with butter 
despite Mrs. Wilson’s hard scowl. Kate recalled someone 
mentioning Mr. Lilly repaired watches in a shop on West 
Broadway. 

“It’s their own fault.” 

Everyone looked at the speaker, a young man whose 
pinched face had already set in deep lines of disapproval. 

“There’s no excuse for poverty! None! If a man is worth a 
damn, he goes to work. I get so sick of the bleeding hearts al- 
ways crying about the poor. Why don’t they go to work like 
decent people? They would, if they had an ounce of pride.” 
Only Kate and Mr. Lilly didn’t murmur agreement. Later 
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Kate would learn Mr. Haskell carved tombstones for a living, 
a vocation which did much to explain his dour attitudes. 

The young woman on Kate’s left smiled shyly. “I wish I 
could get a high-class job like Miss Callahan’s.” She extended 
her hands toward Kate, and Kate involuntarily drew back. 
The fingernails were bright yellow and the tips of the girl’s 
fingers resembled raw. red meat. “I work in a soap-packing 
plant. Caustic soda does that.” 

“Ha! You don’t know how lucky you are.” The woman 
across the table lifted her hands and showed the open sores 
oozing across the backs. The joints of her arms and legs were 
grotesquely swollen. She moved with little groans. “Try mak- 
ing artificial flowers twelve hours a day. They usé arsenic to 
get the vivid colors all the fine ladies demand. I think it’s the _ 
arsenic what’s making everybody sick, but the owner, he says 
no. He don’t care. If someone quits or gets real sick, there’s 
twenty more to climb up in our chairs.” She coughed some- 
thing dark into her napkin, and Mr. Haskell stared at her in 
disgust. 

When weak coffee and gooseberry pie had been served, 
Mrs. Wilson cleared her throat and rapped her water glass 
with a knife. “I have an announcement. The new boarder, 
Miss Callahan, is paying four dollars a week.” The others 
looked at Kate, and eyebrows lifted. “From now on, that’s 
what all of you have to pay.” 

Cries of dismay and protest erupted like a summer storm. 
The pale young girl on Kate’s right touched her breast with 
shaking fingers. Her thin lips moved soundlessly. 

Mrs. Wilson’s bony hand shot upward. The tiny liver eyes 
allowed no negotiation. “Prices are going outta sight. I gotta 
make ends meet, this isn’t no charity I’m running here. Butter 
is up to eighteen cents a pound, a pound of bacon costs ten 
cents. And eggs!” She shook the iron bun and rolled her eyes 
toward heaven. “Eggs is up to fifteen cents a dozen. That’s 
right, fifteen cents a dozen! I never thought Id see the day!” 

“Four dollars a week! This is an outrage!” Mr. Haskell 
threw down his napkin, and Mr. Lilly ran a finger around the 
paper collar. Mr. Dubrowski stared at his pie crust and low- 
ered his fork. 

“If I give up supper, can I stay at the old price?” asked the 
girl with the yellow fingérnails. The flower lady didn’t move, 
nor did the other two women. 

“No,” Mrs. Wilson answered stubbornly. “Four dollars a 
week, whether you eat or you don’t eat. I gotta take care of 
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myself first. A widow lady don’t have it easy. And I don’t run 
this place for my health, you know.” 

The girl with the yellow fingernails rose silently and left 
the room. The pale girl next to Kate followed, and in a mo- 
ment the flower lady. Kate excused herself and mounted the 
stairs. Below, she could hear the men loudly complaining. 
The last woman, the one who seamed shirts in her room, 
pulled wearily up the staircase. For a long moment she stared 
at Kate with an expression of pure hatred; then she stepped 
into her room and slammed the door. 

Kate sat beside her open windows, her hands clenched in 
her lap. She listened to june bugs humming in the darkness 
and cringed at an explosion of glass breaking in the tene- 
ments across the street. An argument broke out beneath her 
windows, heavily accented voices screamed, then scattered as 
a clatter of horses’ hooves approached. 

At ten o’clock Kate extinguished her lamp, but she didn’t 

explore the valley and boulders of the mattress until much 
later. Instead she stared from the dark windows and ground 
her teeth. 
_ She had to find a way to make money—lots of money, 
Never—not ever—did she want to be in a position where an- 
other dollar a week meant what it did to the people sleeping 
in the rooms around her. She continued to see the blank face 
of the girl with the yellow fingernails. And Kate vowed that 
expression would never devastate her own face. She’d parlay 
her newspaper job into opportunity. Kate Callahan was not 
going to remain buried in a shabby boardinghouse on a gar- 
bage-littered street. Not for long! 

In the morning she scrubbed the weariness from her eyes 
and donned an apple-green walking suit with barely a hint of 
a train and adjusted the collar of a light-green-and-white- 
striped silk blouse. She dressed her hair in a simple coil and 
covered it with an apple-green hat banded by white silk. A 
pink plume curved from the band and almost touched her 
shoulder. Her hand mirror couldn’t show her the full effect, 
but Kate bolstered her spirits by recalling how chic Royal 
Bee had appeared in this ensemble. Kate told herself she 
didn’t look as if she belonged in a crumbling boardinghouse. 
And she fervently prayed she didn’t look as if she belonged in 
afancy house. — 

Kate decided against breakfast, not feeling up to the bleak 
faces she glimpsed surrounding the table. 

Outside, the day already showed promise of a heavy, stag- 
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nant heat. A haze of dust suspended above the dung-mound- 
ed street. New York’s dry spell gave no evidence of breaking. 

Ignoring a spate of whistles and Catcalls emanating from 
the steps of the tenement across the Street, Kate picked her 
way along the curbing, holding her skirt close to ‘her body 
and away from the fly-blacked hills beneath the wagons. At 
the corner she joined a knot of people waiting for a horse- 
drawn streetcar, and boarded when they did, finding herself 
immediately jammed against a rail-thin man who stared 
stonily at a sign, prominently displayed, which proclaimed no 
more than twenty-five people were allowed in the streetcar at 
any one time. Kate counted at least fifty, maybe more, 

In winter the streetcars were rolling iceboxes, in summer 
they became infernos, thick and stale with the smell of heavy 
perspiration, tobacco juice, and sour breath. By the time Kate 
disembarked at Newspaper Row—Park Row and Printing 
House Square—she felt the need of another sponge bath. 
Straightening her clothing and adjusting her hat, she ap- 
proached a sidewalk stall and counted out three pennies for a 
cup of muddy watered coffee, hoping something in her stom- 
ach would- quell a rising nervousness, Instead she worried the 
early-morning jostle would spill the coffee over her gown, 
Hastily she swallowed, grimaced, then swallowed until it was 
gone. 

Among the painted advertisements crawling over the build- 
ings like strange exotic ivy, Kate discovered signs for the Sun, 
the Herald, and other large powerful newspapers, but she 
didn’t locate the Clarion until she had walked past the door. 
Halting before a large smoke-grimed window, Kate picked out 
faded yellow lettering. Part of the Clarion’s I and the entire o 
had disappeared over the years, She doubted the sign could be 
read from the street. 

However, once Kate pushed through the door, she discov- 
ered the inside was busier and more alive than the outside 
had. indicated. For the most part, the Clarion offices were 
composed of one large open room, set off from a small recep- 
tion area by what looked like a picket fence. Beyond the 
fence a dozen people labored behind cluttered desks, calling 
to one another and comparing large unwieldly sheets of 
smudged paper. A young boy, no older than thirteen, dashed 
past Kate, flew through the gate in the pickets, and delivered 
a handful of tear sheets to a young man with a shock of 
sandy hair beneath a billed cap. In a moment the boy again 
ran past Kate and out the door, dispatched on a new errand. 


< 403 


The room was noisy and busy and smelled pleasantly of good 
cigars, paper, paste, and ink. Kate stepped toward a high 
counter and offered her name to a smiling woman dressed in 
a high-throated blouse and black skirt. 

“Ah, yes, Miss Callahan, you’re punctual. Mr. Merrimart 
will approve of that. Will you follow me, please? He’s expect- 
ing you.” The woman led Kate past the fence and through 
the jumble of desks toward a private glassed office in the 
rear. She spoke over her shoulder as heads lifted, offering 
smiles of welcome. “I’m Mrs. Grebbert. I work the front 
counter on the day shift. Classified ads, proofreading, sharp- 
ening quill tips, that sort of thing. If 1 can help you in any 
way, please let me know.” She waved toward the desks, 
“You'll meet the others later.” 

“Oh, nonsense. She can take two minutes and meet me 
now,” said a cheerful voice. A hand extended from the last 
desk, and Kate looked down into the plain open face of a 
young woman a few years older than herself. A cap of 
springy red curls surrounded the smile. “I’m Maud Mellon.” 
The woman’s smile widened to a grin. “No, no relation to the 
Mellons, worse luck. Are you the new art critic?” 

“I hope so. I’m Kate Callahan.” Maud Mellon’s impish 
grin was infectious, and Kate smiled. “Are you... are you 
a reporter?” She couldn’t imagine it. 

Maud laughed. “I’d sure like to be! But right now ali 'm 
allowed to do is the fluff for the women’s page. Nothing in- 
teresting like the franchise, you understand, just fluff.” Even 
attempting a frown, Maud radiated cheer. “Look at this. My 
feature for Tuesday—Tuesday and Friday are the days we 
run 2 women’s page—my feature is: ‘Correct Pen-Holding, 
the Key to Proper Penmanship.’ What do you think? Ought 
to sell thousands of papers, right?’ Her broad mouth man- 
aged fleeting disgust. 

Kate looked over her shoulder as Mrs. Grebbert tugged her 
onward toward Clement Merrimart’s office. Already she liked 
Maud, but Mr. Merrimart, the employer, might be another 
story. Outside his office door, Kate paused and ran her gloves 
over her green skirt. 

“Nervous?” Mrs. Grebbert inquired kindly. Kate nodded, 
her eyes round and anxious. “No need. He’s an old dear. All 
bark and no bite at all.” Mrs. Grebbert tapped on the glass 
and pushed open the door. : 

Inside, Clement Merrimart indulged his favorite pastime, 
reading newspapers. He lay back in an oak swivel chair tilted 
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at a perilous angle, his feet clinging to a joyously disordered 
desk. Every pigeonhole was crammed, scraps of paper pro- 
truded from each drawer. At Mrs. Grebbert’s knock, he 
peered above wire-rimmed spectacles and tossed his newspa- 
per toward an awesome stack of yellowing copies which 
climbed along one wall toward the ceiling. The papers com- 
pletely obscured the office’s only window. Mr. Merrimart had 
never noticed; he preferred reading about the world to look- 
ing at it. 

“Come in, come in,” he barked. Kate would: Jearn that 
Clement Merrimart didn’t whisper if he could shout, he didn’t 
speak normally if he could bark. “Sit across the table where I 
can look at you.” He adjusted the spectacles on his nose and 
touched a waxed white mustache. “You ‘look like my 
Gemma, don’t you think she does, Grebbert?” 

“I had the pleasure of meeting Mrs. Merrimart only once, 
sir. If you need anything, ring the bell.” Mrs. Grebbert 
turned to leave. 

“We need coffee.” Mr. Merrimart winked a lively blue eye 
at Kate. “Coffee and ink are what newspapering is all about. 
Two coffees, Grebbert, and use the big mugs.” He put his 
hands on his knees and peered frankly at Kate. “Yes, sir, a 
startling resemblance. My Gemma’s been dead for over a 
year, but it seems a whole lot longer than that.” His eyes 
flickered to a bright sampler above his desk. It read “The Pen 
Is Mightier Than the Sword,” fashioned in tiny stitches by a 
loving hand. He cleared his throat gruffly. “So. Olivia tells me 
Pm to have an art critic.” 

“Olivia?” 

“She goes by Contessa to those who will stand for it. Me, I 
always want to know the truth of things.” He waved. “And if 
Olivia says I need an art critic, then I guess I have to have 
one. That is a lady of great good sense.” He gestured Mrs. 
Grebbert inside and placed the coffee mugs on the table be- 
tween himself and Kate. “Thank you, Grebbert. Make sure I 
see the layout for Dr. Droll’s new nostrum before we print it. 
You know what happened last week.” Mr. Merrimart ex- 
plained. “Last Monday we ran an ad claiming Droll’s salve 
was made of bear grease instead of buffalo tallow. The 
proofreader thought bear grease sounded less offensive. Can’t 
see the difference myself. Stuff is supposed to cure pimples, 
barber’s itch, corns, burns, and piles. I personally doubt the 
evil stuff would cure a blush, but Dr. Droll pays regularly.” 
He sighed. 
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Slightly overwhelmed, Kate sipped the strong hot coffee 
and tried to keep her hands steady. Beyond the half-glassed 
wall, she could see the desks and the dashing about in the 
large-room. And wondered if she could ever fit comfortably 
into that bustle. 

Casting a glance toward Clement Merrimart, Kate warmed 
to his good-natured gruffness and twinkling blue eyes. He re- 
minded Kate of the grandfather she had never known; his 
pink skull gleamed through a loose weave of white hair, his 
curled white mustache was trimmed and waxed, and he wore 
black garters above the elbows of a starched shirt. He smelled 
faintly of bay rum. . 

She wished everything was settled. 

Sensing Kate’s nervousness, Mr. Merrimart placed his 
coffee on the table and folded his hands. “Callahan.” He 
glanced at a letter covered with Contessa’s fine, spidery hand- 
writing. “Any relation to Black Jack Callahan?” 

“Fe was my father.” 

Mr. Merrimart nodded. “Black Jack provided this paper 
with many interesting columns. A scoundrel, but in his own 
way a good man. Too bad the way he ended, losing every- 
thing.” : 

Kate bit her lip and pulled at the fingers of her gloves. 

Mr. Merrimart cleared his throat. “It says in this letter that 


you’re married but prefer to use your maiden name. Care to 


divulge the reason? What you say goes no farther than this 
room.” He peered at her above the spectacles. ~ 

“JT... My husband and I are... separated.” The shame 
of it sent a wave of red rushing upward from Kate’s throat. 
“TI thought since no one in New York knew I'd married, it 
would be less awkward to start over with my old name. Less 
to explain if I...” 

“T see.” Plainly he did not. “Olivia says this husband is a 
painter.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“A good painter?” 

“1... No, sir.” 

He laughed. “He send you. any money to live on?” 

“No, sir.” The red in her cheeks deepened to crimson. 

“Well, Callahan, I admire your honesty. Those are hard 
admissions.” He tapped a pencil against his teeth. “And if 
you want your marriage secret, I'll respect that. Now, then, 
ten doliars is the wage. Not a fortune, but it’s high wages 
compared to some. And I expect to get my money’s worth.” 
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Kate thought of the girl with the yellow fingernails and the 
woman with sores wounding the backs of her hands. “Yes, 
sir.” 

“When you aren’t reviewing paintings, I expect you to help 
in the office. Errands, sharpening quills and pencils, 
proofreading—we don’t want any more buffalo tallow 
showing up as bear grease—that sort of thing, We'll run your 
reviews on Tuesdays and Fridays.” A smile opened below the 
white mustache. “You won’t make the headlines. You'll prob- 
ably be toward the back.” 

Kate had experienced all the headlines she ever cared to. 
“Yes, sir.” 

“Callahan, can’t you say anything besides ‘yes, sir’ and ‘no 
sir?” 

“Yes, sir. What will my hours-be?” 

He shrugged. “I don’t guess I know, since we never had an 
art critic before. Let’s say you’ check in here about seven- 
thirty and you leave at six, when the night shift comes on. 
That sound fair?” 

Kate nodded. “Mr. Merrimart, I should tell you... I 
really don’t know much about art. And I’ve never written 
anything but personal letters. I need this job, and I want to 
do it weH, but...” 

He gazed over the spectacles. “I don’t care whether you 
known a Titian from a toy top—that part’s easy. Read. Read 
the competition and see what their ‘reviewers say, then follow 
their lead.” His blue eyes sobered. “Now, the second part of 
your concern is something to think about. You have to be 
able to write, if this is going to work out.” He leaned over his 
folded hands. “Words. I guess I’ve been romancing words for 
the last sixty years. Either words sing to you or they don’t. If 
they don’t, you have no business being in newspapering. You 
cut away every wasted word and make the ones you choose 
count for everything. Space is money. And the words you 
keep ... well, they have to sing. They have to fit together 
like pieces in a puzzle, so your reader can see that painting, 
can feel it, can smell the damn thing if he wants to. If you 
can make words sing, you’ve got a job here forever.” 

“T don’t know if I can.” Kate’s voice died to an anxious 
whisper. | 

“Well, we'll find out. If you worry too much, the words 
will dry up like a fish in the desert. Here’s what you do. You 
visit the new gallery on Broadway. Have a look at that new 
artist, what’s-his-name, Roget. Then go home and write up 
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what you think. By tomorrow I'll see that you have a desk 
next to Mellon. If you’re any good, we'll run your review on 
Friday.” He swiveled toward the overflowing desk, plummet- 
ing so far back in his chair that Kate thought surely he’d 
topple over. “Good luck, Callahan. I hope this works out. An 
art column will add a touch of class to this rag.” 

Kate moved through the desks and noise like a sleep- 
walker. Her mouth felt as dry as burned toast. She didn’t 
have the remotest idea what she was doing here or how to 
make words sing. 

Opportunity was everywhere? Before she pushed through 
the gate in the picket fence, Kate glanced around the large 
room crammed with machines and desks and clutter and 
noise and pungent inky smells. If opportunity awaited discov- 
ery somewhere in this room, Kate prayed she possessed the 
intelligence and good fortune to find it. 

The gallery was hung with dark paintings which all looked 
depressingly alike. Kate stared at them until the proprietor 
began to watch her suspiciously. Then she left the gallery and 
turned her steps toward Murray Street. 

She labored over her critique until Mrs. Wilson angrily 
pounded on the door and reminded Kate it was ten minutes 
past lights-out. ; 

Undressing in the darkness, Kate chewed her lip. She 
didn’t hear any singing. 
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Kare HUNCHED OVER THE BATTERED desk next to Maud 
Mellon and revised her review yet another half-dozen times. 

“Trying to make it sing, right?” A grin broke across 
Maud’s broad cheerful face. She leaned away from a large 
uncut page of print and wiped ink from her fingers. 

“How can you tell if it sings?” Kate sighed. She kicked a 
wad of paper with her toe, then bent and dropped several 
crumpled balls into the wastecan between her desk and 
Maud’s. “I don’t know if my review sings or sleeps.” 

“Mr. Merrimart will know.” Seeing Kate’s expression 
freeze, Maud laughed and reached to pat Kate’s hand. “Don’t 
worry. Be thankful you aren’t fighting to wrest a song out of 
this dribble—The Etiquette of Calling Cards, What Every 
Proper Lady Should Know’—my next feature, in case some 
woman out there has been trapped in a cellar all her life and 
didn’t learn which corner to fold down when she deposits her 
card with Mrs. Vanderbilt’s butler.” 

For an instant Kate didn’t realize Maud was joking. There 
had been a time when Kathleen Callahan regularly called on 
young Alva Vanderbilt. She knew Alva’s butler by name— 
that is, if the Vanderbilts still employed Mr. Critton. It all 
seemed a hundred years ago. 

Maud tagged a runner and handed him the proof sheet. 
She withdrew her purse and gloves and hat from the bottom 
drawer of her desk. “Ready to call it a day?” 

“Callahan!” 
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Maud glanced toward. the glassed office. “Guess no ” She 
smiled. “Want me to. wait?” 

“Would it be a terrible inconvenience?” Kate’s eyes 
pleaded. “I could use a little support.” Maud sat down and 
unpinned her tiny green hat from the corkscrew curls. 
“Thank you.” 

“Good fuck.” 

Clutching her review in trembling fingers, Kate entered 
Mr. Merrimart’s office and silently placed the page on the 
table. She hesitated, then spun on her heel and marched back 
to her desk. She sat down hard and stared at Maud. 

“Can you see him?” Kate whispered. 

‘“He’s reading it.” 

“I can’t stand this!” 

“Callahan!” | 

Kate lifted a distracted hand. “You go on, Maud. I think it 
will be easier alone. If he hates it, I'll feel terrible, and if he 
says he likes it, I won’t believe him.” 

Maud nodded in understanding. She clamped her hat atop 
the red curls. “I'll see you in the morning. Don’t worry, ’'m 
sure everything will work out fine.” 

Feet dragging, Kate approached Mr. Merrimart’s office. 

“Coffee, Callahan. Always bring coffee. This may even be 
a two-cupper, use the big mugs.” 

She poured two coffees from the large crusty pot near Mrs. 
Grebbert’s counter, then returned to the office and placed the 
mugs on the table. 

Mr. Merrimart regarded her over his spectacles. “This isn’t 
bad.” He glanced over Kate’s review. “It won't live through- 
out the ages, it won’t win any prizes, but it isn’t bad for a be- 
ginner.” 

“] ... I thought it was good,” Kate blurted. Immediately 
a red furnace blazed in her cheeks. She’d worked so hard on 
that piece. Her hands twisted in her lap, the coffee forgotten. 


Mr. Merrimart studied her. “Well, now. P’m glad to see a 


flash of spirit. All right. Why did you think this was good?” 
He tilted back in the swivel chair and contemplated the ceil- 


ing. — 
“7... well... I described the technique, andI...I 
was careful not to hurt the painter’s feelings, and I—” 
The chair legs crashed to the floor, and Kate jumped. 
“Hold it!’ He stared. “Did you read my editorial this morn- 
ing? No?” A frown leveled and held. “Always read my edito- 


rials, Callahan! Two reasons: you'll learn what this paper 
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stands for, and number two, I pay your salary and I’m telling 
you to read them. Jf you had bothered to read what I wrote, 
you would have read a scathing attack on Tammany Hall. I 
imagine the politicians aren’t too pleased, but I wrote what I 
believe is true. If this paper worried about hurting anyone’s 
feelings, hardly a word would see print. As long as you're 
stating an honest opinion, as long as you’re speaking truth— 
the facts—then you cannot—repeat, Callahan, cannot—lose 
sleep over trampling feelings. The public has a right to the 
truth.” 

“But this painter—” 

“This painter may be better suited to flying kites than dab- 
bling around in oil. Let me ask you, did you admire his 
paintings? I ask you because, frankly, I’m not certain what you 
think, from your review.” . 

“No.” Kate stared at a point in space. “I didn’t like his 
work.” ; 

“Then why praise the brushwork? It was weak praise, but 
it was praise. Now, if the brushwork is outstanding, by all 
means say so. Was it? Outstanding?” 

Kate stared hard at the embroidered sampler above his 
desk. “No.” 

“Then don’t say so,” Mr. Merrimart said softly. He tossed 
her review on the table, where it lay between them like an ac- 
cusation. “Listen to me. Do you see that picket fence? Well, 
it’s there for a reason. I could have built a balustrade, I could 
have put in a wall or a fancy divider, but I had a picket 
fence installed. Know why? To remind everyone in this office 
that you can’t walk on both sides of a fence at the same time. 
Say what you mean, Callahan. Pick one side of the fence or 
the other.” He shrugged. “Few folks ever made -much 
progress by teetering on top of a picket.” | 

Kate rose silently, her lips white with embarrassed anger. 
She picked up her review and stalked from the office. She re- 
turned to her desk and sat amid the sounds of crackling taf- 
feta. Jerking open a drawer, she pulled out a pad of foolscap 
and began again. : 

During the next hour Kate was dimly aware of the night 
shift moving past her desk, descending into the basement to 
breathe life into the inky presses. After a while the floor 
planks vibrated beneath her feet. Glass rattled in the window 
frames as the roar and thump of giant presses rumbled awake 
beneath the pavement up and down Newspaper Row. Out- 
side, gouts of steam blew from the street vents, the thunder- 
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ing presses shook the buildings along the Row and assaulted , 


the ears of passersby. 

When she laid aside her pen, Kate walked into Mr. Merri- 
mart’s office and placed two pages on the table. Without a 
word she returned to her desk, folded her hands,. and stared 
at the night man occupying Mrs. Grebbert’s counter. Five 
minutes seemed like thirty. 

“Callahan!” Cutting above the clattering presses, Mr. Mer- 
rimart’s bark sounded like a normal tone. 

Kate smoothed ‘her taffeta skirt and seated herself across 
from him. She watched him mop his face, then replace his 
spectacles, 

“Now, this...” He grinned. “This sings.” He ran a finger 
down the page until he found what he wanted. “T like this: 
‘Mr. Roget has mastered the ho-hum technique.’ That sings. 
And it doesn’t straddle any fence.” He pushed the review into 
his print box. “I’m cutting the ‘ride-him-out-of-town-on-a-rail’ 
part, and we'll go with the rest.” 

A breath of air rushed between Kate’s lips. She slumped 
against the chair rails and lifted a hand to her eyes. “It really 
sings?” 

“It sings.” 

“Thank God!” She reached for her coffee mug, surprised 
to find it stone cold. : 

Mr. Merrimart produced a basket from beside his chair. 
“Hungry?” 

Kate cast a quick dismayed glance toward the regulator 
against the far wall. Mrs. Wilson would be sitting down to 
dinner in three minutes. “I .. .,I’ll catch something on the 
way home.” 

“Nonsense. You'll share this fried chicken.” ' 

“Aren’t you going home?” The chicken smelled wonderful. 

He spread the morning edition over the table, using it as a 
tablecloth. “Not much sense to hurry since Gemma died and 
my daughter and her husband moved to North Carolina. It’s 
so damn quiet you can hear the clocks tick. Grebbert fetches 
me something from that place up the street before she 
leaves.” 

“I... Thank you.” The fried chicken and bread-and-but- 
ter sandwiches were delicious. When they finished, Kate 
poured more coffee and Mr. Merrimart tilted back in his 
chair and lit a pipe. The cherry finish had worn off where the 
pipe cradled into his palm. 

“Think you'll like newspapering, Callahan?” — 
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Kate smiled eagerly. “I do already. Did you read about the 
telephone thing being shown at the Philadelphia Exhibit? You 
talk in one end of an instrument and a person in the next 
room can hear you. I saw the item in one of the proof 
pages.” She lowered pink cheeks. Of course he’d read about 
the telephone; Mr. Merrimart read everything. : 

He peered over his spectacles, “You read about a toy, 2 
scientific curiosity, and you don’t read my editorials?” 

Kate’s blush deepened. “T will. I plan to read everything 
we print. I want to know all about the newspaper business.” 

He smiled and puffed on the pipe. “There’s romance to 
it; sometimes I think the ink and the noise—it seeps into 
blood and brain. There’s an excitement about it all. But...” 
He sighed. “But it’s a business in the end. And businesses 
have to make money. It’s not easy to make money in newspa- 
pering. Figure it out. A paper sells for a nickel; even that 
isn’t pat—some damn fool Chicago paper is coming out with 
a penny edition, and I predict that the rest of the country will 
follow. The real money comes from advertising.” He blew a 
column of cherry smoke toward the ceiling. “And a small 
daily like us—well, unfortunately we don’t attract the big ad- 
vertisers.” 

He discussed the newspaper business in general for a while 
longer; then they spoke about the exhibits at America’s birth- 
day celebration in Philadelphia; then Kate glanced at the 
clock and reluctantly said good night. 

Hurrying toward Mrs. Wilson’s boardinghouse, the thump — 
and thunder of the monster presses still pounding in her ears, 
Kate realized how much she’d enjoyed the evening with Mr. 
Merrimart. She wondered if they recognized a loneliness in 
each other—and dared to hope he would invite her to remain 
after-hours again. 7 | 

Two days later, as the night shift joked their way toward 
the basement, she heard a shout: “Callahan!” 

“You’re wanted.” Maud grinned. She folded a page of 
foolscap into a drawer. “ ‘How to Correctly Fold Your Hand- 
kerchief.’” She shrugged. “If you have an opportunity, ask 
his majesty when I can do some real reporting, will you? Just 
one little murder is all I ask. Or a teeny tiny political scandal. 
Just one to show what I can do!” She patted ineffectually at 
her curls and tied on a violently orange spring hat. 

4 Kate grinned and waved and opened Mr. Merrimart’s 
oor. 

“Sit down, Callahan. I want to know what you’re working 
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on now. You going to barbecue another painter in next Tues- 
day’s column?” Mr. Merrimart positively defied gravity. He 
tilted backward until his pink skull sank below his feet: Kate 
decided only the boots clinging to the disorder on his desk 
prevented Mr. Merrimart from falling on his head. 

“I discovered a painter in Mosley’s gallery whom no one 
has reviewed. And he should be; I think -he’s good.” Kate 
produced the two coffees he expected. 

Mr. Merrimart nodded happily. “Two things. How do you 
know this painter hasn’t been reviewed, and how do you 
know he’s worth a damn?” 

“I checked back issues of the Sun, the Times, and the Her- 
ald. They haven’t noticed him yet.” Kate beamed at the pride 
in Mr. Merrimart’s nod. “And I’ve discovered how I can 
judge if a painter is good or not. I mentally compare his 
work to the painters I do know are good—Pignalle, Manet, 
Renoir. If I think the work can stand next to theirs, I'll praise 
ike 

“Good. Looks like ink is starting to sing through your 
veins, Callahan.” Through the glass he watched the night 
man climb behind Mrs. Grebbert’s counter. A grimy hand 
waved as the press operators passed the glass. Mr. Merrimart 
returned a thumbs-up sign, then fumbled below the table un- 
til he found his basket. “We got roast beef tonight.” Without 
asking if Kate would stay, he spread a newspaper over the 
table and laid out the food. Kate smiled, noticing he pro- 
duced two plates and:a double set of cutlery. . 

“Thank you.” 

“Everybody's got to eat,” he replied, not meeting her eyes. 
“Besides. Dammit, girl, but you look like my Gemma! 
Gemma had hair as black as yours when she was about your 
age. A prettier little thing you never hoped to see. Never 
knew what Gemma saw in me, she could have picked any- 
one.” 

When they finished the roast beef, Kate packed away the 
dishes and Mr. Merrimart leaned back with his pipe. “I think 
I'm going to enjoy this art reviewing. It has a sting to it. Out- 
side of my editorials . . .” A white eyebrow arched, and he 
stared at Kate. 

She laughed. “I read it. I take it we are in favor of Colo- 
rado entering the union.” 

“Damn right.” He nodded, pleased. “Outside of my editori- 
als, we don’t carry much with a sting. Just the facts. It’s the 
Opinion pieces where you get a little spice, where the words 


414 








can really sing.” He looked up at a rap on the pelass and 
straightened his chair, waving for an ink-splattered man to 
enter. “This it?” The man laid a proof sheet on the table and 
departed. “I have a surprise.” Mr. Merrimart leaned over the 
page, searching through seven columns of tiny print; then he 
slashed a circle around a third of the second column and 
handed the page to Kate. 

She held it away from her body in an attempt to prevent 
the fresh damp ink from smearing her gown. Then Kate 
gasped and forgot her gown. She stared at the print within 
the circle: “arr REVIEW, by Kathleen Callahan.” Wide eyes 
lifted to Mr. Merrimart’s grin; then she blinked and looked 
again. “ART REVIEW, by Kathleen Callahan.” She scanned the 
article, then reread each word. She wanted to run through the 
door and thrust her article beneath the noses of the night 
shift and demand their opinion. She wanted to pull people in 
off the street. A delighted grin spread across her features, and 
Kate lifted both hands to her cheeks, imprinting a wide black 
smudge. “I. . . It’s wonderful!” 

Mr. Merrimart laughed. This time, he poured the coffee. 

“Will it always feel like this?” Coffee spilled past Kate’s 
fingers and dripped onto her blue silk skirt. She didn’t notice. 

“No. Enjoy the magic of tonight. After a week or so you'll 
proofread your reviews and your mind will be framing the 
next piece.” 

Kate couldn’t believe it. She stared at the proof sheet lying 
across the table, and her heart swelled. When she closed the 
Clarion door behind her, she felt as if she were walking on 
air. 

Clutching the smudged proof copy in her glove, Kate 
waited at the corner for the horse car, watching passing car- 
riages without registering the sight, her mind focused on the 
folded sheet in her fingers. The only item needed to complete 
her happiness would be someone with whom to share her ela- 
tion and pride. 

And then she saw him. And suddenly nothing mattered any- 
more, not her review, not the tired ache between her shoul- 
ders, nothing. 

Only Link Reynolds. 

His carriage slowed for the evening dinner and theater 
traffic, and Kate Clearly recognized his laughing face, bathed 
in the soft illumination of gaslight. And she saw the honey- 
colored curls of the woman he leaned toward. 

Arrows of pain numbed Kate’s mind, She staggered back- 
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ward, dodging behind the crowd at the corner, and closed her 
eyes. A familiar stab of longing pierced her heart, coupled 
with an agony of jealousy. Who was the woman? What did 
she mean to him? When Kate opened damp eyes, the carriage 
had swept from sight, but not the image of black curls bend- 
ing near honey-colored ringlets. 

Moving woodenly, Kate boarded the horse car when the 
crowd surged forward, clinging to an overhead strap and star- 
ing at nothing. She hadn’t been prepared. But then, would she 
ever be prepared? Kate pressed a hand to her hot forehead. 
She had made herself forget how handsome he was, how 
strong the lines of his face. She’d battled her memories into a 
safe corner, only to have the space violated. 

A thousand questions flooded through her mind, torturing 
her. Did Reynolds see the woman. frequently? Was he at- 
tached to her? Had he touched her, kissed her? 

Running up onto Mrs. Wilson’s porch, Kate discovered 
she’d lost the proof sheet, not that it mattered now. She 
curled into the mattress valley and wept bitter tears for the 
injustices of life. Fate delighted in cruel tricks. A minute’s 
delay in the Clarion office and she would not have seen 
familiar teasing eyes lingering on honeyed curls. 

Sensing the destructiveness of her jealousy, Kate battled 
the turbulent emotions. Gradually she forced pain and 
memory into a far corner of her thoughts and threw herself 
wholeheartedly into her work. She refused to torment herself; 
she would forget Link Reynolds if it required every drop of 
willpower she possessed. 

Attempting to regain a happier set of mind, Kate clipped 
one copy of her review for Claire and Pignalle and framed 
another, which she hung over her washstand. And each night, 
Kate hurried through supper and rushed upstairs to sit beside 
her window and stare at the framed article. A sense of gid- 
diness swept her ambitions each time she contemplated her 
article. 

“Take notice, New York,” Kate said aloud. “Kate Calla- 
han has returned.” Sheepishly she looked about her tiny, dis- 
couraging room, and a rueful smile dampened her pride. New 
York was not about to roll over for one article in one small 
newspaper. The Clarion had neither the circulation nor the 
clout for anyone to notice. 

Circulation and clout. Kate considered these problems as 
she cleaned her room and washed out her undergarments and 
soaked her comb and hairbrush and scrubbed at the hoary 
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grime coating the brass headboard. Thinking about clout and 
circulation kept her mind from contemplating dark-eyed men 
and honey-haired women. 

At Mrs. Wilson’s Sunday dinner Kate abruptly inquired 
which newspapers the boarders read. 

“I can’t afford newspapers,” Mr. Haskell snapped. 

Mr. Lilly shrugged. “Sometimes I read the Sunday Times.” 

The girl with yellow fingernails had departed, and her re- 
placement, a thin shy woman, volunteered she had never 
learned to read. The flower lady hadn’t spoken in days; Kate 
thought she looked seriously ill. 

Only Mr. Dubrowski admitted he occasionally perused the 
Clarion. “No particular reason, I just like it.” He grimaced 
and placed his glass of milk on the table, “This doesn’t taste 
right.” : 

Frowning, Mrs. Wilson rolled a mouthful of milk on her 
tongue, then spit it into the glass. “It’s been cut too heavy. 
The damn vendors cut chalk in the milk, then add water. 
You can stretch one gallon into three like that. Cheats! A 
person expects a little chalk, but not this much!” 

“It’s the poor people!” Mr. Haskell exploded, showering 
bits of potato on the woman who seamed shirts in her room. 
Kate lowered her head, wondering if it was fear she heard in 
his thin voice. “They don’t give you an honest day’s work! 
They always...” 


Kate tuned out the tirade; she’d heard it before and would 
again. Instead her mind returned to circulation and clout. She 
raised the twin problems to Mr. Merrimart on Monday. 

“You fetch coffees, I'll get the night shift started.’ When 
they were seated over hot pink slices of baked ham, Mr. Mer- 
rimart addressed Kate’s questions. “Of course I'd like to in- 
crease circulation—what publisher wouldn’t? But it takes 
money. And to raise that kind of money you have to attract 
higher-priced advertising than Dr. Droll’s buffalo cure-all.” 

“Do we have someone selling advertising?’ Kate had 
learned to shout as loud as Mr. Merrimart to be heard over 
the nightly roar of the presses. 

“Certainly. When Fiddler isn’t covering the police beat, 
he’s selling advertising.’ Mr. Merrimart pushed aside his 
empty plate and lit his pipe. A fragrant cherry scent filled the 
office, mixing with bay rum and ink and paste. “The trouble 
is, we're too small to attract the big advertisers, and we'll stay 
small until we attract the big advertisers. The chicken and the 
egg.” 
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Kate turned the problem in her mind. | 

“Pius, we don’t reach the type of reader who appeals to 
big-money advertising; as near as I can tell, we reach the 
little man, the average man. If we could mosey into Tiffany’s 
and guarantee that an ad in our paper would reach Fifth 
Avenue, we’d own the world. But we can’t.” A look of 
concern hemmed the twinkle in his blue eyes. “And that’s 
more worrisome than you know.” He hesitated. “I’ve been 
supporting this paper out of my own pocket for forty years; 
it doesn’t pay for its keep. But the crash of °73 swept away 
the bulk of my investments. And I can’t continue feeding the 
Clarion forever.” 

He lifted his eyes to the embroidered motto above his desk, 
and silence opened in the room. A heavy silence noticed 
above the grumble and thunder of the throbbing presses. 
Kate knotted her hands in her lap, unable to picture the 
presses shutting down forever. If the Clarion closed its doors, 
she suspected Mr. Merrimart would suddenly be an old man. 

“T don’t know, Callahan, sometimes I just don’t know.” He 
removed his spectacles and wiped them with.a clean white 
handkerchief. 

Kate’s heart squeezed. And she thought of Hercule Pig- 
nalle, expecting Mr. Merrimart to announce he was catching 
a cold. But he didn’t. Instead he abruptly changed the direc- 
tion of the conversation. They discussed the current head- 
lines, the continuing heat wave, a gruesome murder which 
had taken place in Five Points. 

The problem of circulation continued to nibble Kate’s 
thoughts as June sped past—more quickly than seemed pos- 
sible, She considered potential solutions and rehearsed them 
for Clement Merrimart throughout the dinners they began to 
share two or three nights a week. But, as might be expected, 
nothing Kate suggested was new. In forty years of newspa- 
pering, there were few innovations Clement Merrimart had 
not thought of and tried. 

“J don’t recall how we started eating together, Callahan, 
but I damn well enjoy it.” Mr. Merrimart lifted the cover of 
the basket and groaned. “Grebbert knows I hate tripe and 
dumplings!” 

“IT received another invitation to an opening today,” Kate 
commented when the meal had been cleared. “That makes six 
now. People are noticing.” 

“From good galleries?” 
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“No,” Kate answered reluctantly. “All from small galleries. 
But it’s a beginning.” Opportunity would not be hurried. 

Reading her expression, Mr. Merrimart grinned. By now 
he had learned large blocks of Kate’s personal history. “Still 
itching for revenge?” 

“Not revenge,” Kate insisted. “Restoration. I intend to be 
restored to my rightful position. Someday.” 

Mr. Merrimart studied her above his spectacles and drew 
on his pipe. “You know, Callahan, I don’t picture you as be- 
longing to that bunch.” 

“That bunch?” Shocked, Kate stared. He made the Rocke- 
fellers and the Vanderbilts and the Worthingtons sound like a 
collection of hoodlums. 

He tilted back in the swivel chair and blew smoke rings at 
the yellowing stack of newspapers crowding toward the ceil- 
ing. “That’s right. You cherish an idiotic idea that Fifth Ave- 
nue is the only street in this town which counts for anything. 
You seem to think if Fifth Avenue looks down its glittering 
nose at someone, the someone isn’t worth a cat’s laugh. Well, 
those cutthroats and their empty-headed women don’t add up 
to much in my book, Callahan. I don’t for one minute under- 
stand why you would care what any of them think.” — 

Kate squirmed in her chair. His words cut uncomfortably 

close to those Link Reynolds had once expressed. She stared 
at her hands and winced. Link Reynolds tagged her thoughts 
like a shadow, never more than a breath away despite all her 
efforts. His strong face rose behind her lids; she heard his 
voice in her inner ear. — : 
_ Sundays were the worst, those terrible empty Sunday after- 
noons when she’d finished her cleaning and had nothing to 
occupy herself but to sit quietly and try not to think that 
Link Reynolds lived but a short carriage ride from where she 
sat. She came to regard these moments as her “Sunday con- 
flict.” 

What would it hurt if she drove past his house? Just once. 
She had the money to hire a carriage. With three hundred 
dollars in the bank, Kate could certainly afford a dollar or so 
for a Sunday drive. And if she happened to pass the Rey- 
nolds brownstone? Surely the world wouldn’t crumble around 
her boots. 

Eventually need outweighed judgment, and, her face flam- 
ing with high excitement, Kate dressed carefully, then hired a 
landau, instructing the driver to turn into Thirteenth Street. 

“Stop here,” she called, “just for a moment.” 
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Hungrily Kate stared at the solid facade of the building. 
Trace images teased past the draped windows; she imagined 
him moving about inside. What was he doing? Did he ever 
think of her? Did he remember? 

The doors opened and Kate instinctively shrank into the 
shadows beneath the hood of the carriage, her trembling 
hands tightening on the curved handle of her parasol. 

Link Reynolds, tall, handsome, and anything but lonely, 
smiled into the upturned face of a slender laughing woman. 
He swung her into the carriage at the curb, then vaulted up 
beside her. The woman tossed honey-colored ringlets beneath 
a plumed hat, and the carriage pulled into the traffic. 

Kate shattered like an ancient scroll exposed to air. 

“Drive on,” she whispered, burying her face in her gloves, 
She’d been a fool, an idiot to expose herself to senseless pain 
and jealousy. And, oh, God, it hurt! 

Fleeing to her room, Kate flung herself across the lumpy 
bed. She groaned and pressed her forehead into the hard 
mattress. She would have traded ten years to exchange places 
with the honey-haired woman. Who was she? Was she impor- 
tant in Link Reynolds’ life? She pictured Reynolds drawing 
the woman into his arms, and Kate’s eyes grew wild. This 
path led to madness. 

Jealousy gnawed her waking hours, tormented her sleep. 
And the only solution seemed to be work. She worked until 
she was too tired to think, and daily thanked God that her 
job was one she could enjoy and lose herself within. 

The weeks passed slowly. 

Without realizing she did so, Kate marked the passage of 
time by bracketing the news she read in the proof sheets flow- 
ing across her battered desk. 

In mid-July the heat wave reached its zenith. Three thou- 
sand humans died, and two thousand horses. 

Wild Bill Hickok was murdered in the Dakota Territory in 
August. 

In September Jesse James robbed a bank in Northfield, 
Minnesota. Jesse escaped, but two of his gang died in the 
streets. 

Toward the end of October, officials began dismantling the 
nation’s birthday exhibition in Philadelphia. 

In November the scandalous presidential election con- 
sumed tons of newsprint all across the country. Accusations 
of vote-buying and miscounts flew between both parties. Both 
sides charged fraud. 
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Four days after Christmas, a bridge collapsed heneath Cor- 
nelius Vanderbilt’s railroad. Ten cars of the Pacific Express 
and two locomotives plunged 150 feet into a creek bed. 
Eighty-three people perished. 

Then it was New Year’s Eve. 

Wearing two nightgowns and her heaviest stockings, Kate 
huddled in the folds of a thick blanket and stared from her 
window at a sugary drift of snowflakes. 

She shivered within her blanket and reviewed the year. All 
in all the past year had been one of growth and development. 
She’d taken life in hand; she was surviving on her own mer- 
its. The less important galleries recognized her name. By 
thrift and sacrifice she had saved eighteen dollars and forty- 
two cents. It didn’t constitute a fortune, but added to the 


Money extracted from Gyp, she had a little over three 


hundred dollars in the bank. 

Most important, Kate congratulated herself that she had 
not given in to the urge to contact Link Reynolds. A twist of 
pain wrenched her features. It was a major victory of self- 
will. 

Kate turned from her reflection in the frosted black panes 
and her gaze touched Claire’s Christmas letter atop the wash- 
stand. The pages brimmed with happiness. The Plum was en- 
joying a prosperous international reputation; Pignalle and 
Claire were traveling, displaying The Plum, and being feted 
by art communities throughout Europe. 

All Claire’s news was not pleasant. She wrote it was un- 
likely Neil would regain full use of his right arm. Both Neil’s 
State of mind and the paintings he produced with his left 
hand had never been more terrifying. He and Gyp fought 
constantly. 

Kate released a heavy sigh. Whenever she recalled The 
Plum and Neil and her stay in France, a bitter taste darkened 
her mouth. 

She almost smiled. New York was a little better. Kate 
leaned her head against the back of the chair and closed dark 
lashes, erasing the brown walls, the overflowing washstand 
top, the peeling paint curling from the wardrobe. A hissing 
leak flowed beneath the window, moistening her cheek with 
powdery cold. . 

She had not brought New York City to its knees. She still 
resided in Mrs. Wilson’s boardinghouse. 

And she was lonely. 

Dear God, she was lonely. As she did every night, Kate 
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turned a letter between her cold fingers, but she didn’t glance 


at it. There was no need. The words were engraved on her 
heart: “My darling Irish...” 


PS 
ol 


a 


Karr LEANED HER CHEEK INTO her palm and stared toward 
the white curtain of fat snowflakes floating past the Clarion 
window: Her boots were still damp from the slushy soup of 
the streets, horse droppings and garbage and tobacco juice 
stirred into a medium of wet snow. None of her thoughts 
were cheerful. 

“Did you know signs are posted all over New York read- 
ing: ‘Help wanted, Irish and colored need not apply’? Have 
you seen them?” 

“Mmmm,” Maud murmured absently. “You Irish are ruin- 
ing the neighborhoods. Since you people arrived, the slums 
aren’t nearly as nice as they used to be.” : 

Idly Kate wondered what Alva Vanderbilt was doing right 
this minute, or Mary Margaret Worthington. She couldn’t re- 
call how the very rich occupied snowy mornings. One thing 
for certain, they weren’t worrying about a deadline and they 
probably weren’t suffering a miserable cold. Kate sneezed. 
She transferred her gaze to the cherry-red potbellied stove 
near Mrs. Grebbert’s counter. Moodily she decided precious 
little of the heat reached the back desks. 

“Still sniffling?” Maud straightened from a half-scribbled 
page and stretched her shoulders. 

“Mmmm.” 

“Did you take my advice? Rub mustard on your nose, in- 
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hale cigar smoke, and drink plenty of catnip tea laced with 
cayenne pepper.” : 

Kate tilted her head toward Maud, her cheek remaining in 
her palm. “I cannot bring myself to smear mustard on my 
nose, and if Mrs. Wilson sniffed cigar smoke in my room, 
she’d evict me, suspecting the worst. I’m trying that.” She 
nodded toward a vial of Dr. Sage’s Catarrh Remedy close at 
hand on her desktop. She tighened a heavy shawl about her 
shoulders and sneezed into her handkerchief. “So far, it 
hasn't helped.” 

“Mustard, I tell you—it’s the only thing that works.” 

Kate returned her cheek to her palm. If she hadn’t needed 
the day’s pay, she would have remained home in bed. Her 
muscles ached and she felt tired and listless. ““What enlighten- 
ing tidbit are you pressing on our lady readers this column?” 
She watched Maud’s springy red curls drying into a fringe of 
steel wool. 

Maud poked the foolscap with a forefinger, and her wide 
mouth curved in an impish grin. “A sure thing this week. ’'m 
whipping up a controversy between cloaks and sacques. Now, 
the Bulgarian sacque best displays the figure, but a Siberian 
cloak is more stylishly ornate and the collar considered more 
flattering. Never mind if either of them will keep a body 
warm on a rotten day like this. Women don’t give a fig for 
utility, they want looks. And that, my sick friend, is why this 
column will be my best yet. Next to a nice juicy scandal, 
there’s nothing a woman likes more than knowing what every- 
one else is wearing.” 

Kate’s head bobbed up from her palm, and she blinked. 
“Maud! What did you just say?” 

“I said this column will secure fame and fortune for its 
writer.” 

“No, no! About scandals and clothes.” 

Maud shrugged. “That’s what women want to read—men 
too, if you ask me. Give the readers a nice shocking scandal 
and describe what the woman in question wore—you'll sell 
newspapers. Nothing new in that.” She sighed. “It sure beats 
‘The Internal Satisfaction of Performing Good Works,’ my 
topic for next week—if the cloak-sacque controversy doesn’t 
take off. Oh, for a good nasty scandal and permission to dig 
into it!” She bent over.the foolscap and dipped her pen. 

Kate sat bolt upright, staring at nothing as her mind raced. 
Opportunity with a capital O flashed across her vision. Go 
slowly, she warned herself, think everything out. Her finger- 


423 


nails tapped the desktop; rising excitement chased the languor 
from her eyes. Go slowly, she repeated silently, check and 
double-check. 

Jumping from her desk chair, Kate buttoned into her coat, 
an ulster with a Russian hood, not even a consideration in the 
great cloak-versus-sacque controversy. She tied her hat strings 
beneath her chin and shoved Dr. Sage’s Catarrh Remedy 
into her purse, thinking even as she did that she didn’t feel as 
tired and lethargic as she had five minutes ago. After pulling 
on warm gloves, she gave Maud a quick hug. “You may be a 
genius.” She dashed toward the door. | 

Maud looked up in surprise. “That’s what I keep saying, 
but nobody listens.” She stopped a passing reporter, asking if 
he knew the difference between a cloak and a sacque. The 
man smiled and shrugged, and Maud sighed heavily. 

Kate was in too great a hurry to wait for an icy horse cab; 
instead, she decided to splurge, and impatiently signaled a 
carriage for hire. The horses stamped a wave of dirty brown 
slush up onto her hem, but Kate scarcely noticed. Her mind 
flew ahead to Cherry Street, framing her presentation to Con- 
tessa, 

“Kate! Come in, come in. What on earth brings you out in 
weather like this? Never mind, I’m glad to see you, you 
haven’t been by in weeks!” Contessa clucked her tongue over 
Kate’s ruined hem and rang for Hilda. “I think we'll have a 
touch of brandy in our ceffee.” She peered pointedly at 
Kate’s sore red nose. 

A cheery welcoming fire crackled in Contessa’s office. She 
had edged the chairs nearer the hearth since Kate’s last visit. 
Kate sneezed and warmed her hands at the flames, watching 
steam rise from her damp skirts. 

“Are you doing anything for that cold? I can recommend 
Emperic Granal, or, of course, there’s always whiskey. Some 
swear enough whiskey will cure anything.” 

“I’m trying Dr. Sage’s syrup.” Kate decided the whole 
world cherished a pet theory for curing colds. She toasted 
herself by the fire, nervously waiting until Hilda’s broad back 
disappeared through the door before she began. “Contessa 
.». I have an idea for taking on New York City. And I 
need your help. At least, I will in the beginning. . . .” Now 
Kate allowed her excitement free rein. Despite the cold, her 
shining eyes sparkled a clear bright blue. 

“Aha.” Contessa settled between the broad wings of a deep 
chair and smiled over her coffee. Interest sharpened her low 
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voice. “It’s about time. Pd begun to think you’d given up. 
Well, sit down and tell me what you have in mind.” 

But Kate couldn’t sit. She paced before the fire, explaining, 
defining, sneezing, clarifying, expanding, thinking out loud. 
At the end of an hour, she perched on the edge of a chair 
and anxiously tried to gauge Contessa’s reaction. “Well? 
What do you think? Will it work? Will you help?” 

Contessa placed her cup and saucer on a silver tray. She 
folded her hands in her lap and regarded Kate through sober _ 
dark eyes. “If you had dared this suggestion a year ago, I 
would have shown you the door. But I guess you know that. 
What you’re asking is a serious breach of ethics.” 

Kate swallowed; her voice faltered. “I . . . I realize that, 
and if you feel this is out of the question, that you can’t... 
I... Fllunderstand.” — 

Contessa tented her fingers beneath a plump chin and 
stared into the flames. “It isn’t a question of can’t, is it? It’s a 
question of revenge—because that is what you're offering. Do 
I desire revenge badly enough to compromise a time-honored 
system of ethics?” 

In the silence, Kate bit her tongue, staying a multitude of 
remarks concerning broken axles and long walks. She imag- 
ined she could hear the fat snowflakes softly pelting the 
ground beyond the draperies. 

When Contessa looked up, a pinpoint of fire flickered in 
the sharp brown eyes. A mirthless smile curved her lips. “It 
appears to me that I have been compromised. The ethics in 
question have been one-sided. I'll help you. What’s more, I 
believe I know other madams who will be as willing as I.” 

Kate closed her eyes and gripped the arms of the chair. 
“How can I thank you? I can’t pay anything...” 

“The results will be payment enough. I think everyone will 
agree on that. Now, run along and say hello to the girls while 
I dash off a few letters. Clive will bring us the answers, We'll 
know soon enough how much support we have.” 

When Clive returned with the madams’ replies, Contessa 
skimmed the notes, then smiled. “They'll all help.” 

Kate’s excitement eventually abated to the point of 
allowing a moment’s calm, and she relaxed before the fire 
and finished her coffee and brandy. 7 

Contessa leaned to touch Kate’s sleeve, concern troubling 
her expression. “Have you thought this all the way through? 
If the plan works as you believe, you'll rapidly become one 
of the city’s most feared and most influential individuals. 
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You'll earn powerful enemies. Enemies who will trample you 
if they can. And, Kate, the people we're discussing are ¢X- 
perienced at ruining others.” 

Kate hadn't yet thought that far, but the idea of being in- 
fluential did not displease. “I'm willing to risk it,” she said. 
And immediately thought how much she’d grown. Decisions 
and responsibility—had she ever really avoided either? “What 
could anyone use against me?” 

“I don’t know,” Contessa answered slowly. 

“Don’t worry.” Kate kissed the older woman's rose-scented 
cheek, then lifted her hood and dashed out into the storm. In 
half an hour she was hanging her wet coat beside her desk, a 
determined expression tugging her features. 

“Still sneezing?” Maud asked, glancing up from her. desk. 

“What? Oh, yes, I suppose so.” Kate contemplated Mr. 
Merrimart’s office. Through the glass she could glimpse his 
boots atop the desk, and the tip of a newspaper. His head, 
she knew, was swiveled somewhere near the floor. Would it 
be advantageous to wait until tonight? She worried her lip. 
Her nerves couldn’t withstand a long delay. She looked at 
Maud. “Are-you still interested in being an investigative re- 
porter?” 

Maud rolled her eyes. “Need you ask? Haven't I been © 
pleading for one decent murder? One small debacle? A tiny’ 
Maud-sized scandal?” 

Kate nodded, not listening. “Maybe I can help.” She spun 
from Maud’s dropped mouth and strode toward Mr. Merrti- 
mart’s door. She straightened her skirt, patted her hair, and 
drew a deep breath. Then she rapped loudly and stepped in- 
side. 

A head appeared from beneath the table ledge and Mr. 
Merrimart examined Kate slowly, taking in the damp tendrils 
falling past her cheeks, her shiny red nose, the rose-colored 
wool clinging wetly to her petticoat frame. “What have you 
been doing? Reviewing paintings at the bottom of a lake?” 

“Mr. Merrimart, I have an idea for making money, a lot 
of money. I think this may be a three-cupper discussion. Do 
you have time?” 

His eyes sobered and he folded away his newspaper. “T al- 
ways have time to discuss money, Callahan. Get the first 
cups, and tell Grebbert to keep us supplied.” , 

Kate waited until the hot liquid warmed her stomach be- 
fore she organized her thoughts and began. 
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She drew a breath. “Mr. Merrimart. I have three hundred 
dollars. I would like to invest it in a partnership with you.” 

He cupped his hands around his mug. “What kind. of a 
partnership?” 

“I would like to be your partner in a special weekly edi- 
tion.” 


“Go on.” 
“A special edition which would sell for three dollars a 
copy.” 


He stared. “Callahan, you are mad. Do you have a fever? 
The price of papers-is going down, not up. At three dollars a 
copy, only millionaires could afford your special edition!” 

“That is precisely the point. The only people who could af- 
ford a three-dollar issue are the people who buy diamonds at 
Tiffany’s, who lunch at the Brunswick, and who dine at Del- 
monico’s, The same people who hire the ballrooms at the 
Windsor or the Brevoort or the Clarendon to debut their 
daughters. The women who order Worth gowns. The men 
who belong to the Union Club or the Knickerbocker, the 
same men with money to wager at Jerome Park. The people 
with money to buy, buy, buy.” Kate strung out the names of 
big advertisers, dangling the dollars they represented. 

Mr. Merrimart tossed down his coffee and signaled Mrs. 
Grebbert without taking his eyes from Kate’s flushed face. 
When fresh coffee steamed between them, he nodded. “All 
right. You intend to guarantee the big-money advertiser a tai- 
lored market by limiting circulation to wealthy readers. So 
far, so good. Now .. . just what will appear in this edition 
worth prompting your millionaires to peel out three bucks a 
crack?” 

Kate’s eyes sparkled over her cup. “Scandal and clothes.” 

“A scandal sheet?” Disappointment smothered the spark of 
interest he’d begun to display. Mr. Merrimart pushed from 
the table. “It’s been tried, Callahan. By the second edition, 
Jaywers will be crawling out of the woodwork. And we'll be 
in court staring a few dozen libel suits in the eye—closely 
followed by a filing for bankruptcy.” 

“No, no! We don’t print rumors. We print nothing but the 
truth! But we print truth the other papers won’t handle! Ei- 
ther because they don’t know about it, or they’re afraid of the 
principals, or they don’t know where to find proof.” A gleam 
of interest reappeared behind his spectacles. “We don’t 
straddle any fences, Mr. Merrimart, we apply investigative re- 
porting and we expose whatever we find. We print only the 
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scandals, the exposés, the truth—which can be verified by 
earnest digging. We substantiate everything or we don't print 
it.” 

He tugged a corner of his mustache. “We print only items 
we can prove. All right, I’m interested again. We dig up the 
dirt, print it, and move on. The regular dailies pick it up 
from there—is that right?” 

Kate nodded. 

“All right. Now, then, any ideas how we learn where to dig 
for this buried truth? If it was easy, someone else would be 
doing it. We can’t poke around in the dark hoping we'll hit 
paydirt, not if we’re going to press once a week. How do we 
get leads on who is doing what to whom?” 

Kate explained. 

Mr. Merrimart stared. He looked away, then stared again. 
He started to speak, then changed his mind. Then he burst 
into laughter, laughing until his face turned an alarming pink 
and tears flowed past the waxy ends of his mustache. He 
flipped out his handkerchief and mopped his glasses. “We 
have a cadre of informers? You’ve organized the whores of 
New York City? I don’t believe it, I just don’t believe it.” He 
wiped his eyes and grinned at Kate’s set smile. “I believe it. 
And I’m not going’ to ask how you managed this—I don’t 
think I want to know.” 

“We take the information the madams provide, and Maud 
Mellon authenticates it. We don’t print an item until Maud 
tells us we have documented proof. Agreed?” 

Mr. Merrimart nodded helplessly; he threw up his hands. 
“The clothes. Tell me the clothes part.” : 

“Rich women spend a great deal of time planning for, 
shopping for, and thinking about fashion.” Kate shrugged. 
“What else is there to occupy idle moments between parties? 
Being stylish is vitally important in their lives, being ahead of 
everyone else. It’s necessary to be informed on current styles 
and where they are being worn and who is in fashion and ~ 
who is not. I propose we instigate a society column. We Te- 
port who gave what party, who attended, and what they 
wore. I believe the ladies of Fifth Avenue will spend three 
dollars to see their names in flattering print, to learn the guest 
lists of rivals, to bask in the glory of reliving the exquisite 
ball or tea or musicale they hosted. They'll buy extra copies 
for scrapbooks, to show envious friends, to send out-of-town 
relatives.” | . 

Mr. Merrimart’s grin spread from ear to ear. “The society 
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ladies will refuse to cooperate. They'll scream invasion of pri- 
vacy, the vulgarity of publicity. They'll turn up their well- 
bred noses at the first hint of a reporter sniffing around. The 
idea has been tried, and no one has cracked the barriers, Cal- 
lahan.” 

Kate’s eyes hardened. “I have a little idea about that.” 

“Somehow I thought you would.” 

“But I hope I can call on old friends without having to use 
it. I hope, by the fourth edition at the latest, to be invited to 
report society functions from the inside.” 

“Maybe you'll be the one to make it work.” He signaled for 
more coffee and swiveled back in his chair. “So. The three- 
doliar edition would appeal to both men and women. Not 
bad. It’s a guaranteed target for big-money advertisers, Better 
yet.” Resting his coffee mug on his stomach, he examined the 
ceiling. “We print only the truth, only what we've substanti- 
ated through our own investigations.” 

“That’s right. We can’t be bought off, we can’t be scared. 
If it’s true, we print it.” 

“Callahan, by printing only the truth, not rumors, we'll 
gain a quick reputation—we'll be the most powerful scandal 
sheet in town. If you put together the deal with the ladies, 
you'll hold society in the palm of your hand. Whom you fea- 
ture and whom you choose to ignore will have an impact on 
the whole structure.” 

“I know,” Kate said quietly. 

“Other papers will buy our edition and expand the items 
into hard news,” he mused. His head rose from beneath the 
table edge, and he peered sharply at Kate. “You really think 
you can.put this together?” 

“Tm willing to risk every cent I have for the chance.” 

His chair thumped to the floor, and he gave her the 
thumbs-up sign. “Then let’s do it, Callahan. Equal partner- 
ship—fifty-fifty.” 

Kate shook his ink-stained hand, blinking rapidly. “I... 
Thank you. I was afraid that...1...” 

He laughed. “I’m interested in making money to keep 
feeding the Clarion. And this is the first plan you’ve suggest- 
ed with real possibilities. What are we going to call this scan- 
dal sheet? You got a name?” 

Kate sneezed and shook her head. 

“How about the Greengage?” 

Kate’s head shot up, and she stared. “That’s a plum, isn’t 
it? What made you think of that?” Her voice was unsteady. 
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_ “First thing that popped into my head. Your nose is as red ' 
as a plum. Are you feeling all right, Callahan? You're a little 
peaked around the edges.” | 

“7... I’m fine.” The Greengage. It was coincidence, that 
was all. 

“The Greengage.” He rolled it on his tongue. “Nice sound 
... it sings. That’s what we'll go with. Now, how soon can 
we get the Greengage in operation? I'll need to schedule the 
presses and order extra cylinders of paper.” 

Kate chewed her lips. She couldn’t protest the name with 
out explanations she was not prepared to make. “I think we 
could bring out the first edition in three weeks, maybe two.” 

His mind working visibly, Mr. Merrimart pulled forward a 
pad of lined paper and began a list. “We'll need ink and pa- 
per, another typeset man, and extra proofreaders. Additional 
newsboys to distribute in the target areas. We'll need a mast- 
head design, not flashy, but eye-catching. Three dollars .. .” 
He shook his head. “The advertising will be slow for the first 
two issues. After that, we'll have circulation figures. We 
should sell more advertising for one of these issues than we 
‘place in the Clarion in a year.” His pen flew across the paper. 
“Callahan, as nearly as I can figure, we'll run expenses at 
about $122.56 per edition . .. which means, when I match 
your three hundred, we can guarantee five editions.” 

“The editions will sell. We'll never use all of our money.” 

He nodded. “I have a hunch you're right.” 

Kate stood. “May I tell Maud she’s to be the investigative 
reporter on the... the Greengage?” Her tongue stumbled 
over the name. 

He tapped his pen against his teeth. “All right. If you want 
Mellon, we'll give her-a chance. But. I expect both you and 
Mellon to keep up with your regular features for the Clarion. 
At least in the beginning. The Greengage is a gamble, Calla- 
han. If it takes off, fine. If it doesn’t . . .” He shrugged. ° 
“We'll both be out a lot of money.” He peered above the 
spectacles, and his eyes were sharp. “Can you afford to lose 
that three hundred dollars?” , 

Kate swallowed hard and met his eyes. “No, sir, I can’t.” 
A tiny smile twitched her lips. “I can’t afford it at all. 1 guess 
we'll just have to make the Greengage a success.” 

Black Jack’s daughter squared her shoulders and stepped 
into the noisy clatter of the newsroom. 
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Wren pays A STAGGERING COLLECTION of allegations fun- 
neled into the Clarion office. Contessa’s network of madams 
gathered a blizzard of information. Kate stared at the mount- 
ing hill of data with astonishment, Even after removing out- 
dated items and duplications and accusations impossible to 
verify, enough intriguing leads remained to fuel the Green- 
gage for more than a year. 

“It’s wonderful!” Maud crowed. She arranged scraps of pa- 
per into loose categories, compiling them into a filing system 
deliberately designed to be comprehensible only to herself, 
“Some of this will require extensive investigation,” she added 
happily. | 

Kate nodded without really listening, and dropped a piece 
of paper as if it burned her fingers. Beneath the polished 
veneer of society lay an appalling underbelly of greed and 
ruthlessness, 

Esteemed timber barons decimated forests they did not own, 
Calculating financial giants quietly bought up tons of silver 
while lobbying for a law declaring silver legal tender, greas- 
ing congressional palms in the process. Unscrupulous titans 
formed monopolies through force and coercion. Extortion 
and threat were the handmaidens of big business. Forged cer- 
tificates decided stock battles. Money markets were brazenly 
manipulated without regard for the smaller investments of in- 
hocents. 

If innocents existed. Scanning the scraps of paper, Kate be- 
gan to doubt any innocents inhabited the palatial estates 
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crowning the city’s favored streets. Men whose names she had 
grown up admiring, men who had shared the Callahan table, 
in whose mansions Kate had danced and dined-—their names 
surfaced with heart-sickening regularity, accused of fraud, 
embezzlement, thievery, adultery, degeneracy, extortion, all 
manner of criminality both minor and major. | 

“We've got everything here!” Maud announced cheerfully. 
The tumble of wiry red curls bent over her desk. “Even mur- 
der.” She glanced at Kate with sparkling eyes. “Well, maybe 
murder—not provable, I’m afraid.” Reluctantly she dropped 
the scrap into the wastecan. “This gentleman has had six, 
count ’em, six wives ... all rich, all plain as butter, all much 
older than he. And all dead.” She shook her head, “The 
informant claims all the wives were being treated for con- 
sumption with an arsenic compound, administered by you- 
know-who.” ; 

Kate did know who. She and Black Jack had shared the 
gentleman’s opera box on several occasions; she had met two 
of the late wives. She passed a hand across her eyes, feeling 


ill. 

“Callahan!” 

“Excuse me.” Kate doubted Maud heard; Maud was rhap- 
sodizing over a note which alleged a local judge was stealing 
more than his share from the community pot. 

“Sit down, Callahan, you look a little pasty.” 

Kate arranged her skirts and looked at Mr.. Merrimart’s 
feet holding to the desktop. His head hung below the level of 
the table. She smiled weakly. “How can you tell?” 

“Been watching. Not pleasant, is it?” 

“No,” Kate answered shortly. As Contessa had pointed out, 
it smarted when illusions ripped away. 

Mr. Merrimart’s head rose above the table, and he peered 
over the edge. “Are you having second thoughts? You still 
want to proceed?” 

Kate’s eyes blazed. “Yes!” she answered vehemently. “Yes! 
They set themselves up like gods ruling from the Olympus of 
Fifth Avenue, but they’re no better than cutthroats, just like 
you always said! Those men are mad dogs brutally competing 
for a bone—only the bone is New York City, and people are 
getting hurt! Little people, average people, people who can't 
fight back! These men manipulate the law if it suits them, the 
law! Shock colored her voice, but Mr. Merrimart’s ex- 
pression did not change. “If a law doesn’t put enough money 
in their pockets, they change the law—just like that. With 
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enough money,” Kate added bitterly, “you can buy a law that 
will allow you to build death traps. It’s being done. You can 
buy favorable tariff rates, you can have freight charges ad- 
justed. You can cut the wages of your employees and let 
them starve while your own coffers fatten. The new unions? 
Ha! Guess who pulls the strings!” 

“Most of what you’re uncovering is absolutely legal. Not 
all of it, Callahan, but a lot. Scandalous, yes, unethical as 
hell, but legal. It’s legal to build unsafe tenements. It’s legal 
to lobby for financially advantageous projects. It’s legal to cut 
employees’ wages.” 

Kate ground her teeth. “Well, maybe if enough of this le- 
gal corruption is made public, someone will take a long hard 
look and clean it up. If nothing else, the Greengage is going 
to force these animals to see each other for what they really 
are!” 

Mr. Merrimart sighed and righted his chair. “Callahan. If 
one wolf observes a second wolf,-he doesn’t see any ugliness. 
He may in fact admire the second wolf’s cunning and sharp 
fangs.” 

“Not if the second wolf is about to devour the first,” Kate 
responded grimly. “And we have a lot of information disclos- 
ing that very sort of thing. These people have no loyalties, 
they destroy indiscriminately, even each other.” 

Mr. Merrimart nodded thoughtfully, packing his pipe. 
“Just remember, the purpose of the Greengage is to expose, 
not to reform. Any hint of judgment, and we destroy our ef- 
fectiveness. Leave reform to the hard-line newspapers—you 
gather the information, prove it, and print it. If it’s hot, the 
regular dailies will pick it up and follow through—they'll 
sound the trumpet of reform.” 

“Then I want a complimentary copy to go to each of the 
biggest dailies.” 

“Done. Now ... anytime you publicly identify which 
wolf is about to tear out the throat of another wolf, that first 
wolf is going to be damned upset. Be absolutely certain your 
information is one-hundred-percent correct—and keep in 
mind that one day the wolf pack is going to turn on us.” 

Kate’s chin lifted, her eyes stubborn. “I accept that risk.” It 
occurred to her that she’d been saying this rather frequently. 
What had happened to the girl who shied from responsibility? 
Kate had buried her in France beside a small iron cross. 

“All right. How are you progressing with the ladies?” 

“I’m not.” A hint of discouragement damped her vigor, but 
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Kate’s eyes remained set and determined. “T posted a dozen 
letters to former friends, outlining our society concept, all of 
which have been ignored.” 

Kate didn’t explain her lack of surprise at the cold recep- 
tion. She hadn’t placed much hope in the bulk of her letters. 
But she had cherished high expectations for a positive result 
from her letter to Mary Margaret Worthington. To Mary 
Margaret, Kate had confided her belief that it required only 
one society acceptance to bring the others into the fold. Kate 
had skirted very close to begging Mary Margaret and her 
mother to be that one society household. The Worthington 
letter, as the others, had gone unanswered. 

“Got any ideas?” 

Kate sighed. “If I can’t obtain authorized information, rt 
have to settle for the unauthorized kind. At least in the begin- 
ning.” A hard pinpoint appeared in her blue-gray eyes. “T 
have a plan, but it will take time to be effective.” 

Mr. Merrimart swiveled down in his chair, his pink-and- 
white skull disappearing below the table edge. He flicked 
open yesterday’s Clarion. “Well, get to it, Callahan. We go to 
press a week from today.” 

Kate gulped. A week from today. Returning to her desk, 
she folded her hands and watched Maud cheerfully sift 
through the scraps of paper. The scandal page of the first edi- 
tion appeared to be falling into place; already Maud had 
several items verified to print. The society page hadn't gotten 
off the ground. 

Kate’s hands clenched and released. The ladies would be a 
tough nut to crack. But Kate believed that once the first 
small crack appeared, the shell would fall away with little 
further resistance. : 

She tapped a fingernail against her cheek, watching 
pedestrians hurry past the Clarion window, bending against a 
brisk cold wind. Procrastinating never solved anything. The 
letters Kate awaited would not be forthcoming; she’d have to 
take matters into her own hands. Sighing, she pushed from 
the desk and shrugged into Dollie Cake’s fur-trimmed ulster. 
The fur had begun to look a bit sickly in spots; Kate decided 
if the Greengage earned any profit (she wouldn't consider 
failure), she’d use her share to buy a new winter cloak. She 
looped her hat ribbons beneath her chin with another heavy 
sigh. A new cloak would cost approximately twenty dol- 
lars——without fur. 

“Going out?” 
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Today Maud’s relentless cheer annoyed Kate. It was easy 
to be cheerful when everything was falling into your lap. Im- 
mediately she felt ashamed of her petty thoughts. Maud had 
worked very hard. “Yes,” she answered, forcing a smile. — 

“An art review, or the Greengage?” 

“The Greengage. I stockpiled weeks of art reviews. I don’t 
want to worry about anything else until we have the Green- 
gage well under way.” She pulled on her gloves. 

“Me too.” Maud tapped a desk drawer. “I won’t have to 
think about drivel for over a month.” Nearly all the scraps of 
paper had disappeared into Maud’s mysterious filing system. 

“Are you in or out today?” | 

Excitement crackled through Maud’s red curls as she ran @ 
hand through the tangle. “I have an appointment with an en- 
gineer who swears he informed Vanderbilt officials that the 
bridge was unsafe—you remember the bridge which collapsed 
right after Christmas, killing all those people? The engineer is 
willing to give a notorized statement that he was fired for 
claiming the bridge was unsafe.” 

Kate nodded, tucking paper and pencils inside her purse. 

Maud bit a thumbnail, and the cheerful expression 
dimmed. “Old Vanderbilt died last week. If I get the engineer’s 
statement, do you think we should run it? I mean...” 

Kate’s gaze settled on the picket fence. “If the Pacific 
Express put profits ahead of lives, we'll run it.” She was half- 
way to the door before she remembered and returned to 
Maud’s desk. “Have you found anything provable on a Judge 
Lewis Cranston?” 

“Fave I ever! The judge is so crooked I don’t see how the 
man walks upright! He’s involved in—” 

“If you have time to substantiate the information, I'd like 
to see something on the judge in our first two editions.” 

Maud’s smile was curious, “I can manage it. Judge Cran- 
ston has his fingers in a couple of very nasty pies which 
should be fairly easy to verify.” 

Kate left Maud happily fussing with her files. 

Outside she paused and filled her lungs with cold crisp air. 
The sharp promise of additional snow frosted her breath. By 
nightfall the slushy streets would freeze, fresh snowflakes 
would paint over the horse droppings and garbage and mud. 
The world would look clean again—for a while—to those 
who hadn’t read through the filth and corruption contained in 
a stack of small papers. 

Kate thrust her hands deep into Dollie Cake’s fur muff and 
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hired the first vacant cab. “We may make only one stop, or I 
may need you for the remainder of the day.” 

The driver tipped his hat and assisted Kate inside, pointing 
silently to a well-worn lap robe. Kate adjusted it around her 
legs, hoping Mr. Merrimart had budgeted hired cabs into 
their expenses. 

She didn’t immediately disembark when the carriage halted 
before the Worthington mansion. Instead, Kate chewed her 
lower lip and stamped cold feet on the floor, planning her 
strategy. She could appeal to the friendship she and Mary 
Margaret had once shared—except that approach had not 
been effective when Kate languished at the St. James, and it 
had worked no better in her recent letter. She could stress the 
satisfaction of reading a glowing report about oneself in 
print—except society shunned publicity. 

Kate sighed. She would, hopefully, see Mary Margaret, 
then make an on-the-spot judgment of how best to proceed. 
Opening her purse, she extracted a calling card. She had no 
hope of being immediately received. So what could she 
write on the back of the card enticing enough to prod Mary 
Marparet into granting an appointment? 

She was bending over her knees to jot a plea as a carriage 
decorated with sleigh bells and bright ribbons pulled to the 
curbing. Kate hesitated, then dropped the card into her purse. 
. A scrolled W was emblazoned on the carriage doors. If she 


_ was lucky... 


She would be. The front doors of the Worthington mansion 
swung open, and Mrs. Worthington and Mary Margaret 
emerged. Kate scrambled from the hired cab and hastened to 
intercept them. 

“Why, I declare! Is it... ? Why, yes it is! Look. here, 

Mama, it’s Kate Callahan!” A look passed between daughter 
- and mother. Mrs. Worthington nodded curtly. Mary Mar- 
garet patted Kate’s glove and edged past. “I do wish we had 
time to chat, I declare I do, but since Herbert Towser and I 
announced our engagement, it’s just been dash here and dash 
there.” 

Kate murmured best wishes, recalling Herbert Towser, one 
of her own past beaus. Pock-faced and shy, with eyes so 
lachrymose he seemed continually on the verge of weeping. 
Nondescript, quiet ... and very, very rich. 

“So nice to see you again... .” 

Listening, Kate decided the South had returned to fashion. 
New York-born and -bred Mary Margaret Worthington 
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sounded for all the world as if she spoke from the steps of a 
Georgia plantation. 

Kate caught up to them and positioned herself firmly be- 
fore the ornate W on the carriage door. “I. . . Did you re- 
ceive my letter?” She knew instantly that her bluntness was a 
mistake, but the quarry was about to flee. 

Mrs. Etta Worthington examined Kate from a vast dis- 
tance. “We hoped you would employ the tact not. to raise 
such a disagreeable subject, Miss Callahan.” 

Miss Callahan. At one time Kate had regarded Etta Wor- 
thington as a surrogate mother, had considered the Wor- 
thington mansion a second home. Kate shrank from the 
haughty expression and wondered how she had ever viewed 
this cool woman as warm and generous. “A society page 
would be a wonderful addition to New York City. The town 
is growing, society is—’” 

“It would be an appalling invasion of privacy, you mean.” 
Mrs. Worthington’s tone iced. “Completely out of the ques- 
tion. People of breeding avoid publicity. It’s common. Low- 
class.” 

Her expression conveyed the belief that people of quality 
knew this without being reminded. Her voice dismissed Kate 
as being of no consequence. If being mentioned in a newspa- 
per was low-class, working for one sank beneath contempt. 
And, of course, Kate had no money and lacked standing in 
society. 

Kate gave it-one last desperate try. “All I ask is a little 
help in the beginning, just to...” At a nod from Mrs. Wor- 
thington, the driver opened the carriage door, and Kate had 
either to step backward or be pushed into the street. 

Mary Margaret cast a quick glance toward her mother’s 
stiff face; then she hurriedly leaned from the carriage win- 
dow. “Did you ever marry or become engaged?” she whis- 
pered. | 

“I, .. No,” Kate lied. And cringed at Mary Margaret's 
blaze of triumph. 

“What a pity, and you so pretty. I declare, everyone will 
be so surprised when I tell them you have no prospects.” Her 
malicious pleasure chilled Kate. “You really should find a 
fiancé . . . I declare, it’s such fun! All the parties and balls 
...” She waved a brown kid glove as the carriage pulled 
from the curb. Clumps of slush spun from the wheels and 
splattered Kate’s hem. She heard the low sound of laughter. 

And felt hot threads of anger knit within her chest. She 
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slapped the wet lumps from her skirt and marched back to 
her hired cab. She hissed to the driver, “Follow that car- 
riage.” Inside, she tucked the lap robe around her wet feet 
and pulied out her pad of paper. 


Mrs. Etta Worthington wore a camel’s hair coat 
trimmed in blue-fox fur above an earth-brown heavy silk 
overskirt. ... 

Miss Mary Margaret Worthington chose a mandarin 
glove-fitted basque worn over a rust-colored wool featur- 
ing a fan train. ... 


Grinding her teeth, Kate described their ensembles from 
kid gloves to tasseled boots, and as she scribbled across the 
page, a slow smile pushed at the grim set of her mouth. She 
had her plan; she had guessed how to crack this particular 
nut. But it would take time. How much time, she couldn’t ac- 
curately judge. 

In better spirits, Kate instructed the driver to halt several 
yards from the Worthington carriage, and she carefully listed 
who ascended the steps of Mrs. Belmont’s home on Thir- 
teenth Street. Considering the hour and the mode of dress, 
Kate correctly guessed the event was a tea. But she made a 
note to organize an informer system among the servants to 
confirm her guesses. 

The guest list for Mrs. Belmont’s tea comprised many of 
the city’s society leaders. Kate decided it would provide an 
impressive lead-off for the society column. She carefully 
described gowns and coats and hats. 

But she paused thoughtfully when Caroline Astor stepped 
regally from the Astor carriage. Caroline the Magnificent was 
unquestionably New York City’s reigning society queen. Kate 
watched as Caroline received greetings from the stream of 
women approaching the Belmont doors. Caroline’s frosty 
grace would have put royalty to shame. 

Grinning, Kate.carefully drew a line through Mrs. Astor’s 
name, striking it from her list. 

The following morning Kate appeared outside the Wor- 
thington mansion at ten o’clock. She waited patiently in her 
hired carriage this time fortified with a growler of hot coffee 
and a lunch basket. When the Worthington women emerged, 
Kate directed the driver to follow. Both women stared from 
their carriage window, and Kate waggled her fingers and 
smiled. They sniffed, making an obvious point of snubbing 
her. Kate laughed. 
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Today the primary function was a luncheon hosted by 
Mrs. Gulliver Mills. From her Carriage Kate filled pages of 
notes, ignoring the presence of Caroline Astor and checking 
yesterday's copy before she wrote: 


Mrs. Etta Worthington wore a camel’s hair coat 
trimmed in blue-fox fur above an earth-brown heavy silk 
overskirt. .. . 

Miss Mary Margaret Worthington chose a mandarin 
glove-fitted basque worn over a rust-colored wool featur- 
ing a fan train. ... 


_ She described them precisely as she had for the Belmont 
tea. And each day as she amassed notes on society’s comings 
and goings, Kate presented the Worthington women in the 
exact same costume. The other women, Kate detailed in 
glowing terms, flattering them outrageously. But the Wor- 
thington ladies appeared in one well-worn outfit only, for 
teas, musicales, luncheons, and dinners. 

When the inky proofs. appeared for the first edition of the 
Greengage, Maud glanced up from her desk with a frown. 
“Kate, did you catch these errors?’ She circled several 
descriptions of the Worthington women. 

“No error. That’s what we're going with.” 

Maud blinked, then hooted with laughter. “You'll make 
them both crazy!” 

“T hope so.” Kate smiled. 

“Ah, the prerogatives of power.” Maud smiled, “And I no- 
tice you’ve managed to include nearly every important name 
in town with one notable exception. How cana society page 
hope to flourish without mention of Caroline the Mag- 
nificent? Is the queen out of town or ill? You imply Alva 
Vanderbilt is the reigning monarch . . . which should please 
Mrs. Vanderbilt no end, I might add.” 

Kate returned Maud’s wide grin. “Mrs. Astor has been 
quoted as saying, ‘Vanderbilts do not count.’ Hopefully she 
may be a little perturbed to find Alva stressed. But then, 
didn’t you know it’s low-class to be mentioned in print? I 
wouldn’t dream of embarrassing the lofty Mrs. Astor with a 
vulgar acknowledgment.” - 

Kate bent over her proof set. A glow of pride suffused her 
cheeks. The Greengage had been her idea, and it was all 
ceming together. “Besides, 1 doubt Mrs. Astor would care to 
have it known she'd attended a tea at the Belmonts’—they’re 
no-aecount new rich, you know.” 
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Maud laughed and rifled her files, already planning next 
week’s edition. 

And then it became a matter of waiting. Kate fidgeted 
through the next two nights, tossing in and out of the 
mattress valley until Mr. Haskell pounded angrily on the wall 
and demanded quiet. She wondered how many copies the 
Greengage would sell—if it would sell. And whether or not 
Maud had gone too far in her items, or not far enough. 
Would society women buy copies to read about their fashions 
and endless rounds of parties? What would be Mrs. Astor’s 
reaction? The Worthingtons’? 

The third evening she shared dinner in Mr. Merrimart’s of- 
fice. He endured her nervous pacing with calm amusement, 
peering over his wire rims. “I'll have the circulation figures in 
the morning. Relax, there’s nothing more you can do.” 

“Will two days tell us anything?’ Kate pushed away her 
untouched plate and swallowed her coffee in rapid gulps. 
Coffee and ink, Mr. Merrimart claimed, were the lifeblood of 
newspapering. Kate believed it. “What if the copies haven’t 
sold?” 

Mr. Merriment shrugged and lit his pipe. “Then we lose 
our money.” 

“But if they do sell . 

“We only have to sell em ae copies to recoup our ex- 
penses on the first edition.” 

“Only thirty-eight?” It sounded like nothing! 

“At three dollars a copy, Callahan—don’t forget that. 
Three dollars is a lot of money for two pages. That’s a man’s 
wages for three days, that’s enough money to feed a family 
for a week or more. We're in a depression, don’t forget.” 

“We'll grow to four pages, wait and see.” 

“Maybe we'll grow to six pages, who knows? Or maybe 
we'll shut down the Greengage tomorrow. We'll have to wait 
and see.” 

In the morning Kate dressed hastily and arrived at the 
Clarion office at the same early hour as Mr. Merrimart. He 
smiled. “You don’t look like you slept a wink. Let me get my 
hat and coat off and order up some coffee, then Ill check on 
how we're doing.” 

Kate couldn’t sit still. She arranged the papers and pens on 
her desk, proofed her art review (she didn’t remember writ- 
ing it), then almost ran into Mr. Merrimart’s office when he 
shouted, “Callahan!” 

“Sit down.” Mr. Merrimart glanced at a circulation report 
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marked “Special Edition.” “All right: We sold sixty-three cop- 
ies in two days. That’s nothing in the newspaper business. But 
when you consider the price of the Greengage, it’s damn near 
incredible, 'm ordering the newsboys to stay in our target 
areas.” 

Kate felt like dancing around her chair, clapping her 
hands, kissing Mr. Merrimart. Her eyes sparkled like blue di- 
amonds. “We made a profit!” 

_ Mr. Merrimart nodded over a pleased smile. “Near as I 
can figure, we'll split about seventy dollars net as it sits right 
now. Not a fortune, but enough to indicate we’ve got some- 
, thing here.” 

Kate could buy a new: winter coat and fur-lined boots to 
match. Her face glowed. 

Mr. Merrimart pulled forward a list of names. “Now, for 
the big money. I think I can persuade a few of these adver- 
tisers to give us a try on a week-to-week basis. Nothing long- 
term until our circulation grows.” He peered at Kate. “And I 
believe it will. I think you’re on your way to becoming a very 
rich young lady.” 

Kate couldn't speak. ‘ 

“However, Callahan, if we’re going to grow, we need to in- 
vest some more money. .. .” 

Kate listened with a dazed expression as Mr. Merrimart 
detailed the need for an assistant for both herself and Maud. 
She nodded and murmured and agreed to everything, and 
when she left the office she couldn’t have repeated a single 
word of the conversation. 7 

“Well?” Maud demanded. “Are we on for another week?” 
She tucked her hat into the bottom drawer of her desk and 
ruffled the red curls, reaching for her files, 

“We're on.” 

_ “Good! I’ve got a terrific story about Standard Oil. They 

may be paying rebates to get lower freight rates than their 

competitors .. . but it will take some real digging to get at 
the truth. Meanwhile, I’ve got a tip that several feuding rail- 
roads plan to settle their differences and end the rate war by 

April—and they’re planning a ten-percent reduction of em- 

ployees’ wages. There'll be a stink about this one if it’s true. 

The union people will come in on it as sure as God made 

garbage reek.” 

“April? That’s months away... you think we'll still be in 
Operation then?” 

“I’m willing to bet your money on it.” Maud laughed. 


441 


Kate smiled. Sixty-three copies. She thought about it con- 
stantly as she rode up and down Fifth Avenue, tagging the 
carriage wheels of the very stony Worthingtons. Sixty-three 
copies. Hardly a dent in the field of potential customers, but 
a better beginning than she’d dared hope. She shook her mind 
free of distractions and went to work: 


Mrs. Etta Worthington wore a camel’s hair coat 
trimmed in blue-fox fur above an earth-brown heavy silk 
overskirt....  ~ 

Miss Mary Margaret Worthington chose a mandarin 
glove-fitted basque worn over a rust-colored wool featur- 
ing a fan train.... 


The second edition came out on schedule. And sold one 
hundred and forty-eight copies. Which generated several 
outraged responses. All of which were quickly subdued when 
the protesters were quietly shown documented substantiation 
of the facts. Two men and their three lawyers departed from 
Mr. Merrimart’s office in tight-lipped anger. 

“There go the first of the wolves, Callahan. We didn’t 
make any friends in that bunch.” Mr. Merrimart watched the 
men depart. 

“We exposed the truth,” Kate responded stubbornly. She 
ae watched the lawyers and their clients push past the picket 

ence. 

“Callahan, those men are powerful and cunning. They 
won't take this sitting down; they'll be looking for a way to 
stop us. And the easiest way to destroy the credibility of a 
scandal sheet is to prove the pot is calling the kettle black. 
Keep your nose clean. If they pin a breath of scandal on us, 
we're through.” 

“Don’t worry.” Kate grinned. “If I try anything scanda- 
lous, it will be over Mrs. Wilson’s dead body. She’s told me 
so a dozen times.” 

The society page received a smattering of response as well. 
The first letter surprised and delighted. Mrs. Wilma Betting- 
ton, of the lumber Bettingtons, politely requested Kate to 
print a correction: she had hosted a soiree and not a musicale 
as reported. And Mrs. Bettington’s stunning orange faille 
gown had actually been a stunning peach-colored satin. Kate 
pored over the note word by word, searching for a tone of 
disapproval, and found none. Mrs. Bettington simply wished 
the facts corrected. She apparently did not object to having it 
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printed that her musicale/soiree had been a glittering success, 
attracting all the very best people. 
The second latter ranted: 


Miss Callahan: | 

I demand that you immediately cease and desist from 
further mention of myself or my daughter in your vulgar 
column. I consider the references in your first two issues 
to be character assassination. It is clearly your intent to 
make us laughingstocks among the people who matter. 
While no one could believe your slanderous descriptions, 
your ridicule of our fashion acumen has driven both my 
daughter and myself to our beds in nervous collapse. We 
have actually been forced to cancel engagements. 

If this despicable attack continues, you may expect a 
visit from the Worthington lawyers. : 
Mrs. Wayne Worthington 


Smiling broadly, Kate drew her stationery forward and 
dipped her pin in the inkwell. 


Dear Mrs. Worthington: | 

Please accept my humble apology for any discomfort 
my column in the Greengage may have.caused you or 
your daughter. 

As the society column is currently a blend of deduc- 
tion and guesswork, errors will occasionally arise. I shall 
naturally be available to explain this to your lawyers. 

I fear accurate reporting can be assured only by my 
presence at the functions described. Until such invita- 
tions materialize, Pm afraid some error is regrettably cer- 
tain to occur. 

Best wishes for a speedy recovery. 

Kathleen Callahan 


Kate dispatched her reply to the Worthington mansion, 
then reached for a pad of foolscap. Smiling, she wrote: 


In our second edition we erroneously reported the 
lovely Mrs. Bettington’s soiree as a musicale. We regret 
the error and extend our apologies to the guests, includ- 
ing Mrs. Etta Worthington, who once again wore a 
camel’s hair coat trimmed in blue-fox fur above an 
earth-brown heavy silk overskirt, and her recently en- 
gaged daughter, Mary Margaret Worthington, who chose 
a familiar mandarin glove-fitted basque over— 
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“Whoeee,” Maud interrupted. “Look at this! Guess who 
owns most of Five Points, our fair city’s worst eyesore, the 
most hellish tenements in America?” Maud didn’t wait for an 
answer. “John Jacob Astor, that’s who. Are you still ignoring 
Caroline?” 

Kate nodded. | 

“Wallace Runyon runs a close second to the Astors, and 
Lincoln Reynolds is the third-ranking slum landlord.” 

Kate froze. 

“This one will be easy to check. How about running it in 
the third edition?” Maud’s short, stubby fingers raked her 
hair, and her expression turned dreamy. “I saw Lincoln Rey- 
nolds at the opera once. God almighty but that’s a handsome 
man! If we’re lucky, maybe he’ll storm in here to protest. I'd 
just like to look at him for an hour or two. I promise not to 
hurl myself on his beautiful body, I just want...” | 
- The paper beneath Kate’s pen blurred and went blank. 

“Are you all right? Camping out in carriages hasn’t 
brought on your cold again, has it? Here, at least put on your 
shawl.” ; 

“No...I... I'm fine.” 

“You don’t look fine.” 

Abruptly Kate pushed up on wooden legs, announcing she 
needed more coffee. She lingered beside the coffeepot, feeling 
as if she’d received a blow to the stomach. She told herself 
this had been inevitable, she should have foreseen it. Link 
was wealthy, he himself had admitted there were things he 
wasn’t proud of, With a paper like the Greengage, it was only 
a matter of time until his name surfaced in some capacity. 
And, after all, it could have been worse. 

The problem was, should she agree to run the item? To be 
publicly identified as the city’s third-largest slum landlord— 
would that damage Reynolds? She closed her eyes. It cer- 
tainly wouldn’t do him any good. On the other hand, there 
was nothing illegal in owning tenements. Death traps. It was 
a question of ethics, Wealth squeezing pennies from the poor 
and heipless. 

Mrs. Grebbert peered over her counter. “Kate, dear, you're 
white as paper. Are you feeling well? Can I get you a nos- 
trum?” 


Kate’s eyes settled on the picket fence, that damned picket 
fence, and a frown furrowed her brow. She stared up at Mrs. 
Grebbert. “I have to run it! I have ethics, even if some 
people don’t!” . 


Aah 





Mrs. Grebbert looked startled. “Why, of course you do, 
dear, of course you do.” 

Kate idled away the afternoon sitting at her desk and 
brooding out the window. A slum landlord. She was angry at 
Reynolds for putting her in this position, for owning any of 
the ghastly tenement housing: She thought about the crum- 
bling hellhole across from Mrs. Wilson’s boardinghouse and 
wondered if it was one of his. Last week two children had 
frozen to death in an inside hallway. In the winter they: froze; 
in the summer they broiled. She told Maud to run the piece. 
And hated herself, but she hated the tenement across the 
street more. And hated Reynolds for owning any like it. 

No, she sighed, rubbing her eyes. She didn’t hate him. Her 
mind and body longed for him, ached for him, yearned for 
him constantly. Moodily Kate drew long oval shapes on a 
pad of paper. Did Reynolds know she was in New York 
City? Had he noticed her name on the Greengage masthead? 
Would he realize she could have. quashed Maud’s item and 
refused? 

Suddenly her responsibilities weighed like a ton of rock. 
Blinking rapidly, Kate wished with all her heart that Link 
Reynolds would stride through the Clarion door right now 
and carry her away from here. She wished he’d fold those 
warm, powerful arms around her and take her someplace 
safe and happy and protected where they could be together 
always. | 

She started. And stared at an ink stain smearing the edge 
of her desk. Reynolds had wanted:to carry her away, and she 
had refused. Because she’d been afraid of what people would 
think. 

Kate closed her eyes. The people whose opinion she had 
feared and courted stood revealed. The men were pirates, as 
Mr. Merrimart had predicted. The women were paper dolls, 
consumed with superficiality. 

None of Kate’s society women were worth a single Claire 
Grant. Or a Contessa. Or a Maud Mellon. The women Kate 
chronicled submerged intellectual. curiosity and social con- 
science by engineering another dinner party or the next 
elaborate ball or the next lavish musicale. 

She stared at her hands. Did their favorable opinion hon- 
estly matter a jot? Did acceptance by the Vanderbilts or the 
Worthingtons really count for anything in the true scope of 
life? 

The idea was new and disturbing. Troubled, Kate slowly 
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donned her cloak and gloves, preparing for the afternoon 
rounds. 

And today she discovered herself questioning the impor- 
tance of society’s hold on the imagination. Her own imagina- 
tion. She’d always viewed society as a glittering polished 
apple, something to be coveted; now she began to wonder if 
the apple was just the littlest bit wormy. 

She sat in her hired carriage and thought about what she 
wanted; acceptance. Acceptance and approval had always 
been so important. She also pondered what she would gain 
when that acceptance arrived. | 

Then a line of low-slung carriages began disgorging a 
stream of splendidly arrayed social tyrants, and Kate wet the 
end of her pencil and began noting the details of expensive 
finery. | 

The Worthingtons she ignored. She had already printed 
what they would be wearing. 


Deo 


THe THIRD EDITION OF THE Greengage sold a remarkable 
three hundred and fifty-six copies. And carried block ads for 
Tiffany’s, Stewart’s, two banks, a steamship line, a carriage 
maker, three exclusive men’s clubs, and seven of the city’s 
finest restaurants. The edition ran four pages; the fourth issue 
was planned for six. A reputation was in the making. Adver- 
tisers were not content to wait for a contact; their representa- 
tives streamed to the Clarion door in person. : 

Letters arrived with increasing regularity. Of the many 
Kate received, she especially relished three. 
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My dear Kate: 
' Thursday night I enjoyed the unique pleasure of ob- 
serving Judge Lewis Cranston squirm beside a broken 
axle. It ranked as one of the most satisfying evenings 
within recent memory. I thank you for it. 

Contessa 


By far the most unexpected correspondence was that re- 
ceived from Caroline Astor’s social secretary. Kate puzzled 
over the letter for nearly an hour. She had hoped Caroline 
would chafe at being ignored, and Kate had hoped Mrs. As- 
tor would capitulate eventually. But she hadn’t dared antici- 
pate contact this soon. 

After pondering the enigma, Kate finally understood Car- 
Oline Astor had not capitulated at all; Caroline the Mag- 
nificent had simply grasped how she could use Kate’s column 
to her own advantage. 

The social secretary (or perhaps Caroline herself) had en- 
closed a lovingly constructed account of an Astor dinner 
party for fifty, detailing the menu, the exquisite decorations, 
the elegant gowns—-and including the all-important guest list. 

Kate nodded thoughtfully, tapping Caroline’s guest list with 
her finger. She suspected the body of the item was mere filler; 
here was the meat of the matter. For reasons of her own, 
Caroline Astor wished to see the guest list in print. Kate 
guessed someone was being publicly punished by exclusion. 

But Caroline’s motives didn’t matter—the important tri- 
umph was in printing an authorized account of an Astor 
event. 

Kate set up the Astor piece for print and glanced over the 
social secretary’s letter. According to a Miss Trumbridge, 
Mrs. Astor would naturally never permit vulgar reporters into 
her home, but Mrs.. Astor was not averse to occasionally re- 
leasing an account of an Astor function. The reports were to 
be printed exactly as written, without editing. 

Kate smiled. Of course Caroline had seen through Kate’s 
ploy, and had decided to play the game on her own terms. 
Kate hadn’t won; she’d been outmaneuvered. However, she 
accepted Mrs. Astor’s conditions. With Caroline’s tacit stamp 
of approval, Kate’s society column was made. 

If she harbored any lingering doubts, the third letter dis- 
pelled them absolutely: 


Mr. and Mrs. Wayne Worthington request the pleasure 
of your company at a ball to be given on the tenth of 
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February in the year of our Lord 1877 at eight o'clock 
in the evening, honoring Miss Mary Margaret Wor- 
thineton and her fiancé, Mr. Herbert G. Towser. 
RSVP. Formal attire. 


The Worthingtons had caved in. Kate grinned, whooped, 
and waved the invitation beneath Maud’s nose before hastily 
penning an acceptance. She didn’t wonder how Etta Wor- 
thington intended to justify a reporter’s presence; Etta would 
salvage her pride with an acceptable explanation. 

“And the others will follow Etta’s sponsorship!” Kate’s eyes 
glowed. “This is merely the beginning!” 

Maud smiled. “The nut has cracked.” 

New York City grudgingly creaked to its knees, and Kate 
savored the victory. She turned Etta’s invitation in her hands, 
smiling at the engraved words with an expression of triumph. 

“Hello, Irish.” A shadow lengthened across Kate’s desk. 

Her head jerked upward as her mouth dried to dust. The 
fresh cold scent of snowflakes filled her nostrils. Dimly Kate 
sensed Maud lapse into an interested silence. 

“Mind if I sit down?” Without waiting for an answer, Link 
Reynolds brushed a frosting of light snow from his broad 
shoulders and occupied the chair before Kate’s desk. He 
studied her intently, leaning back, hands in his pockets. 
“You're beautiful.” 

A buzzing roared through Kate’s mind, blocking the noise 
of clattering machines, hurrying feet, lifted voices. “Link 
...” The tip of her tongue moistened dry lips. She must be 
dreaming. This wasn’t possible. “How ...7?7I1.. .” The 
words died, and Kate stared helplessly, drinking in the chis- 
eled angles of his face, and blushing as her heart leaped into 
her eyes. 

- His black velvet gaze caressed the unsteady curve of her 
lips, the rose firing her cheeks, the tendril of dark hair falling 
against her neck. 

“I didn’t think you knew that I...” Kate slid a glance 
toward Maud and dropped her eyes. 

Reynolds smiled. Acknowledging the lack of privacy, his 
voice carried only a hint of the familiar teasing quality, but 
an intimacy sparked his eyes. “Did you know Wall Street is 
referring to you as the Poison Princess?” 

“No... I didn’t know that.” Kate bit her lip. There was 
so much to say, and nothing. Confusion whirled her thoughts 
like brown leaves; she could not organize her thinking. 
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Unconsciously she brushed back the loose lock of hair as she 
realized he’d known all along where to find her; of course 
he’d known she was in New York. A tingle of shock vitalized 
her small frame, and she fought to concentrate on his words 
instead of his lips, instead of the sudden warmth rising along 
her skin. | 

Reynolds’ wide mouth smiled as color blazed across Kate’s 
cheeks, but his smile didn’t reach the black eyes, which lin- 
gered on full trembling lips, dropped to the rows of silken 
tucks defining a quickening breast. 

“Did you also know my tenements are being upgraded in a 
long-range improvement program?” Placing a copy of the 
Greengage on Kate’s desk, his large hand passed near enough 
that Kate experienced a rush of heat. She smothered a small 
choking sound. 

“Uh ... Mr. Reynolds, isn’t it?” Eagerly Maud entered 
the conversation, leaning forward. “The tenement article was 
mine. If I committed an injustice, I’m sorry.” Springy red 
curls bobbed in a gesture of apology. 

Transferring his gaze to Maud, Link smiled beneath his 
dark mustache. “Miss Mellon, I believe.” 

A surprised blink of pleasure accompanied Maud’s nod. 

“The problem with printing small blurbs is that oftentimes 
the larger story is lost. In this case, I'd like to suggest New 
Yorkers do have a social conscience. If you'll dig further, 
you'll discover my property is being improved and will 
exceed code within the next months. I’m not the only party 
interested in improving conditions for the working force. You 
might check . 

Kate watched as Maud scribbled furious notes, but the dis- 
cussion didn’t register in her mind. Link Reynolds was here; 
he actually sat in the Clarion office, not a fantasy she’d man- 
ufactured from her own yearning. She’stared in disbelief as a 
starving man must stare at a banquet suddenly spread from 
thin air, 

They were both watching her. “What?” Kate stammered. 

“Are you fair enough to print this information in your 
Greengage, Irish?” 

Kate’s lashes flared. Resale had risen to his feet, and 
they had spoken of nothing important! Her eyes pleaded. “I 

. Yes. Yes, of course.” But what was there to say? Noth- 
ing had altered in their situation; she was married. A shaking 
hand lifted to her forehead as she tried to decipher what lay 
behind those measuring black eyes. 
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“Stay with it, Irish. You’re rocking some big boats.” He 
drew on suede gloves. “I’m proud of you.” 

Kate attempted to frame an answer, then gave it up. 

Leaning from the waist, Reynolds pressed both hands flat 
on the desktop, his eyes locked to hers. Kate knew she should 
draw back—-Maud was staring—but God help her, she could 
not. The lips she remembered so well bathed her cheek in 
warmth, and Kate felt faint. 

“Isn’t it time you moved out of Mrs. Wilson’s?” he asked 
softly. His flickering gaze teased at her mouth. “Or are you 
infatuated with the charming Mr. Haskell?” Then twinkling 
eyes winked, rose above her, and Reynolds strode from the 
Clarion doors; vanishing as completely as if Kate had 
dreamed the entire sequence. 

“My God!” Maud released a long sigh and fell backward 
in her chair. “That is without a single doubt the handsomest 
man [’ve ever feasted these tired eyes upon!” A curious 
glance examined et s pale face. “How long have you 
known him?” 

Kate ignored the question. She blinked rapiaiy fighting a 
curtain of frustrated tears. A thousand times she’d imagined 
encountering Reynolds, and none of the dreams had been as 
impersonal as this. 

Her burning forehead pressed against her palm, and Kate 
squeezed her eyes shut. Reynolds had kept his promise. He 
knew about Mrs. Wilson and Mr. Haskell ... but he had 
mot attempted to contact her. Oh, God, but she loved him! 
+ Fhe ache of it sliced through a sore heart. 

Damp eyes lifted, staring from the Clarion window, 
watching large puffs of snow cling briefly, then streak down- 
ward. The frozen tears of heaven matched the desolation 
Kate felt inside. A haunting smell of crisp cold air lingered 
about the empty space before her desk. 

And with all her heart Kate yearned to dash into the storm 
before his carriage pulled from the curb. Instead, she penned 
“Mrs. Neil Blanchard” on a sheet of foolscap, staring 
hopelessly at the letters. Each cold lonely night she paid for 
her mistake. And continued to pay each time Lincoln Rey- 
nolds invaded her thoughts. A stab of pain convulsed her 
white face. 

“Callahan!” 

Link Reynolds had been here; she hadn’t imagined him. He | 
was real. Giving herself a shake, Kate rose on unsteady feet. 
She had to forget, or drive herself mad. As she approached 
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i Merrimart’s office, she wondered if madness would hurt 
ess. 

Mr. Merrimart grinned broadly, for once upright in his 
oak chair. He pointed to a thick envelope lying on. the table. 
“There’s nearly fifteen hundred dollars in that envelope, Cal- 
lahan. Your share of our first three editions.” Kate didn’t 
react. Frowning, Mr. Merrimart repeated his news. “Are you 
listening?” | 

Kate looked into black eyes and sensual lips. Not until Mr. 
Merrimart snapped his fingers and glared did his words pene- 
trate. Kate’s full mouth dropped, and she sat heavily. “Fif- 
teen hundred .. . 7” Had Reynolds known this too? Was 
that why he suggested she move from Mrs. Wilson’s? 

Mr. Merrimart nodded. “Advertising and circulation, less 
expenses. And both will grow. I figure we'll level out at about 
six hundred issues a week, not much in the newspapering 
business, but one hell of a lot at this price. And the advertis- 
ing is increasing weekly.” He toasted Kate with his coffee 
mug and extended a vigorous thumbs-up sign. “If we don’t 
each net at least a thousand dollars a week from here on—at 
least a thousand—I’ll be the most surprised man in town.” 

The news drove all other thoughts from Kate’s mind. She 
stared speechlessly. 

Enjoying her reaction, Mr. Merrimart grinned. Blue eyes 
twinkled above the spectacle rims. “I think tonight, if you'll 
allow me the honor, we'll pass on Grebbert’s tripe and 
dumplings and I'll take you to Delmonico’s. We'll let this old 
town fuss over us a little. Hold court, if you will. We'll let 
the folks stop by our table and show us how friendly they 
can be.” 

Kate laughed, a delighted, astonished laugh. “A thousand 
dollars a week?” It was incredible. She could buy a brown- 
stone, and a carriage, and fill them both with servants. “A 
thousand a week?” 

“At least.” He smiled. “For the first time since I’ve been 
newspapering, there’s money in it!” He slapped the table. 
“We're making money, by God!” 

The dollars poured in, week after consistent week, exceed- 
ing Mr. Merrimart’s predictions. The Greengage sold out as 
soon as new issues appeared in the target areas; the paper 
was a stunning success. 

Society women snatched the Greengage from newsboys’ 
hands, eager to pounce on Kate’s column and discover which 
events were highlighted, who had been ignored or criticized. 
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Invitations streamed into the Clarion office, begging Kate’s at- 
tendance. 

Within a month, no hostess dared risk a party which might 
be overlooked in favor of a rival. Society’s royalty screamed. 
and wailed and set about reforming along new ladders of so- 
cial advancement, all of which depended on Kathleen Calla- 
han’s judgment and support. They could not be certain 
whether they had passed a wonderful evening or a dull one 
until they read Kate’s verdict. Aye 

And in determining which invitations to accept and which 
to reject, Kate established herself as New York’s social arbi- 
trator. Her power spiraled as New York’s queens jockeyed 
for position, competing fiercely for the most desirable guests. 
And Kate. | 

Though the women courted Kate like lovesick swains, their 
husbands viewed her with tight-lipped resentment as their 
greed and treachery unraveled in print. New York’s titans 
gnashed their teeth and squirmed. Mightily. Sixty-two 
lawsuits were instigated against the Greengage, and sixty- 
two lawsuits were quietly dropped when attorneys were shown 
incontrovertible proof of their clients’ culpability. 

Through the furor Kate carried her head high. To be 
feared was unsettling, as was the knowledge of powerful ene- 
mies. But she had gouged a place for herself in society; she 
had accomplished what she set out to do. 

Yet a sour note of disillusionment crept into the:sweetness 
of triumph. To her surprise, Kate’s victory brought little joy. 
When she allowed a moment of absolute truth, more often 
than not she discovered the endless rounds of teas and dances 
and dinners and theater parties to be . . . well, dull. The re- 
alization disturbed her profoundly. 

Stepping from her new carriage, Kate smoothed the layers 
of her new red satin ball gown and glanced at a spill of light 
falling from the blazing windows of the Pepperalt mansion. 
Mrs. Pepperalt’s ball would be perfectly correct, lengthy, and 
as artificial as all the rest. Had Kate indulged her preference, 
she would have remained in her recently purchased brown- 
stone and curled into her favorite chair with a good book. 

A troubled frown marred what Kate had learned to regard 
as her “party face.” Sighing, she lifted her skirts and battled a 
weariness of boredom, a transparent emotion she suspected 
the butler removing her cloak recognized. 

“Miss Callahan! How wonderful to see you!” 

Kate watched Mrs. Wilbur Pepperalt advancing upon her 
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as if Kate were the woman’s most cherished guest. Kate 
smothered another sigh. In all likelihood she was indeed Mrs. 
Pepperalt’s most important guest; Kate’s printed opinions 
would determine Mrs. Pepperalt’s social future. Pasting a 
smile upon her lips, Kate resigned herself to the cloud of 
gushing green silk, tactfully fending off Mrs. Pepperalt’s at- 
tempts to elicit advance information as to the direction of 
Kate’s column. 

“I hope you enjoy the decorations, Miss Callahan. I had 
orchids flown in from Brazil especially for this evening!” 
Small shrewd eyes flicked the ballroom as Mrs. Pepperalt at- 
tempted to view the overall effect through her guest’s eyes. 
Glittering fingers patted Kate’s glove, withdrew, then fluttered 
toward a heavy diamond collar at her throat. 

“Interesting,” Kate murmured. In truth she thought the dis- 
play pretentious and cloying. She was also indifferent to the 
colored streamers and decorated statuary and overly lavish 
buffet she glimpsed waiting in gleaming splendor past heavy 
dining-room doors. 

Kate touched her forehead as a forty-piece orchestra 
opened the ball. Perhaps she was tired. The music, the famil- 
iar guests, the nervous woman glued to her side—all seemed 
monotonously similiar to last night’s ball at the Belmonts’. 
Events blended and blurred in her mind. And, as always, her 
eyes sought a tall dark man among the dancers, both dread- 
ing and hoping to find him. 

“You're absolutely radiant tonight, Miss Callahan!” Mrs. 
Pepperalt pressed a tiny ball of lace to the trickle dampening 
a plaster of curls at her temples. She searched Kate’s ex- 
pression anxiously. Miss Callahan wielded an ink-tipped 
rapier capable of slicing ambitions to ruin. “That shade of 
crimson suits you admirably.” , 

“Thank you.” Kate’s smile fixed and froze as Mrs. Pepper- 

alt babbled compliments. Fifth Avenue romanced Kate Calla- 
han, vied for her approval, but Kate cherished no illusions 
regarding the sincerity of the flattery. These women would 
have praised a collection of warts if doing so earned a favor- 
able comment in her column. 
. Mercifully Mrs. Pepperalt responded to the demands of @ 
hundred other guests, and Kate fled toward a quiet corner. 
What was wrong with her tonight? There wasn’t a person 
present whom she enjoyed enough to seek out. Nor one for 
whom she felt a shred of honest respect and admiration. 

As soon as decorum permitted, Kate excused herself from 
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a circle of gushing women and escaped up a sweep of stair- 
case, seeking the quiet comfort of the second-floor powder 
room. A few minutes of solitude would surely restore her 
equilibrium. 

Kate did not understand her conflicting emotions. By all 
logic, she should have been happy. It was a constant irritant 
that she was not. And it made no sense. New York was her toy 
to play with as she wished. No event of importance occurred 
which Kate was not implored to attend. Few questioned her 
power and influence. 

Why, then, wasn’t she happy? 

“Damn!” The powder room overflowed with chattering 
women. Hesitating at the head of the stairs, Kate bit her lip, 
then slipped unobserved into a quiet dark wing of the man- 
sion. One more syllable of empty flattery, and she thought 
she would scream. 

Releasing a sigh, Kate sank to a hallway settee and eased 
her feet from red slippers which had cost more than she 
cared to contemplate.- An intricate arrangement of glossy 
black curls dropped against the silk wall covering, and she 
closed her eyes, wondering listlessly if she might be catching 
a cold. Perhaps that explained her boredom. 

“Napping on the job, Irish?” 

Blue eyes snapped open, and Kate stared up at a tall form, 
shadowy in the dim gaslight. 

“I followed you.” Reynolds smiled and shrugged. A glass 
of wine lifted in a toast. “Ladies in red can’t hide. Besides, 
it’s time we had a talk.” | 

Kate had encountered him briefly at previous society func- 
tions—fieeting glimpses across crowded rooms—but thus far 
she had avoided the pain of a solitary meeting. His physical 
impact was always a shock. She straightened on the settee, 
thinking of the terse artificial greetings they had exchanged 
' on the few occasions they had met. “You shouldn’t be here. 
What if someone sees us alone?” A confusion of color dotted 
her cheeks as she hastily scanned the silent corridor. 

He answered softly. “You're still worrying about appear- 
ances? Ah, Irish, aren’t you ever going to grow up?” Even in 
the scanty illumination, Kate recognized a glint of amuse- 

ment. 
“ She swallowed her chagrin and tried to think what they 
could discuss. Everything ... and nothing. “You'll be 
missed,” she blurted, thinking of the honey-haired woman 
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with whom he had arrived. Pain scraped her nerves, and a 
stab of hopelessness overwhelmed her. 

He smiled, infuriating Kate by reading her mind. “My 
brother’s widow is well looked after; when she returns to Vir- 
ginia, a dozen hearts will go with her. She doesn’t have a free 
dance on her card.” 

His brother’s widow! Kate's s lashes closed as she recalled 
the torment of jealous gnawings, the suffering of imagination. 
Embarrassed, she gathered her skirt. “I... I have to return 

..” She attempted to rise, but Reynolds stepped before her. 

“Which of us are you afraid of?” 

“Neither,” Kate lied. She kept her glance steadfastly on her 
lap, refusing to look at his probing eyes, at his wide warm 
mouth. “I... We'll be missed,” she repeated. 

Laughing softly, Reynolds swept aside her skirt and joined 
her on the settee. “Still dancing to the strings of convention. 
You haven’t had enough time yet, have you?” He sipped the 
Wine. 

Refusing to respond, Kate turned her head to one side and 
drew an unsteady breath. She felt his eyes studying her. 

“So. You finally moved from Mrs. Wilson’s?” 

She swallowed. “A month ago. I bought a house and... 
The red satin lifted in quick breaths above creamy breasts. 
This was ridiculous. She suspected he knew as much as she 
about her living arrangements. : 

“Are you enjoying this, Irish?” he asked quietly. “Is having 
New York at your feet all you hoped it would be?” 

“Yes, of course!” His silence stretched between them, and 
Kate’s shoulders dropped. “Oh, Link, I... I don’t know. 
Once you said success was what a person was, and not what 
he possessed. I didn’t agree then, but .. . but I’m beginning 
to think maybe you were right. All these people—they ... 
they aren’t nice!” She looked at him then, feeling the tension 
snap between them like lightning. 

He laughed. “Nice? Of course they aren’t nice. Fortunes 
aren’t amassed by being nice.” He waited until a murmur of 
women’s voices faded from the stairs. He stretched his arm 
along the back of the settee. “The triumph isn’t what you ex- 
pected, is it?” 

Acutely conscious of his hand inches from her bare back, 
Kate fixed her gaze on the opposite wall and attempted to 
concentrate solely on the conversation. “No. I’m proud of the 
Greengage, but .. .” Kate stared into his eyes as if she 
might discover answers to troubling questions in those dark 
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depths. “But . . . I don’t know. . . somehow it’s all mean- 
ingless.” Her voice reflected an inner surprise and confusion. 
“Shallow ... boring. Tell me, how do you tolerate these dull 
affairs?” 

He shrugged. “Business, the same as you. If.it weren’t for 
the business conducted between waltzes, not a man in town 
would consent to be dragged to these things.” Lightly his 
hand touched the tender nape of her neck, and Kate closed 
her eyes with a wince of pain. 

“Don’t do that,” she whispered. “Please.” 

“Kate...” His fingers traced patterns of flame. 

Kate’s mouth dried. All sensation centered where his warm 
skin met hers. And memory shot white-hot images through 
her mind. Those strong fingers had cupped her breasts, 
stroked her naked thighs. . 

Gently his hands moved to her face, and he lifted her chin, 
his black eyes intent. “Don’t cling to false illusions.” He 
measured her pleading gaze; then his expression altered and 
he drew her to her feet. 

“Someday, Irish.” His hungry gaze dropped to her lips, and 
his hands slid over her body to circle her waist. He pulled her 
roughly against his chest. 

A groan whispered past Kate’s parted lips. Her body be- 
trayed her intentions as she strained against him, weak and 
aes and wanting him with an intensity et frightened 

er 

“Look at me,” he commanded in a husky voice. 

Lifting her forehead from his lapel, Kate met burning eyes. 
Swiftly his mouth crushed her lips in a savage kiss of search- 
ws urgency; his embrace locked her to a throbbing, insistent 

eat. 

“Oh, dear God! Link .. .” The words choked past lips al- 
ready beginning to swell from the force of his passion. 

A thumb stroked her cheek, dropped to trace the milky 
contours mounding above a froth of red lace. And black eyes 
smoldered into hers. 

“If you ever the hell grow up . #0 

“J am grown-up!” 

He smiled and released her, the smile revealing more than 
words possibly could. Then he was gone, and the hallway 
chilled into silence. 

Shaken, Kate sank to the settee and buried her face in 
trembling hands. “Dear God!” The imprint of his lean, hard 
body scorched against her flesh. 
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And flamed into fresh pain each succeeding time they met. 

“Good evening, Miss Callahan.” 

“Good evening, Mr. Reynolds.” 

Empty, politely correct words which pained and ached. 
Eventually Kate wondered if she had imagined the encounter 
in Mrs. Pepperalt’s dark hallway. 

As the weeks ‘melted toward spring, blurring beneath the 
weight of one party following another, Kate understood the 
few artificial minutes-when Link Reynolds bent over her 
glove were the high point of each ball, each soiree, each lav- 
ish dinner party. The evening faded to a painful sameness as 
her. anguished gaze followed Reynolds™across endless ball- 
room fioors, watching as he whirled one woman after another 
in a procession of waltzes. But never Kate. It would-neve 
been unseemly to invite a reporter to dance. A knife bi..on 
twisted in Kate’s heart each time Reynolds laughed into a 
fiushed face, each time his hand clasped a slender waist. 

“Will you be wanting a fire tonight, miss?” Bridget Kelley 
assisted Kate out of her ball gown and corset, then turned 
back the satin counterpane on the four-poster and laid out a 
ruffled nightgown. 

“You ask each night, and each night I tell you it’s too hot. 
Spring is here.” Seeing the girl’s stricken expression, Kate im- 
mediately regretted snapping. “I’m sorry, Bridget, I... Pm 
not myself tonight.” A soft whisper of siik slithered over her 
head, and Kate removed her hairpins and shook a river of 
shining black past her shoulders. 

“Sleep well, miss.” Bridget curtsied and quietly closed the 
door. 

Kate sighed heavily, fighting an onslaught of depression. 
Lifting her hairbrush, she attacked her hair vigorously, gradu- 
ally slowing and leaning to study herself in the mirror. 

She had never appeared more beautiful. Black hair 
gleamed richly 1 in soft lamplight. The silk nightgown molded 
her body i in flowing ivory, clinging to lush breasts and shim- 
mering around her hips. 

And for whom? For no one. 

Irritated, Kate flung the hairbrush across the top of a cher- 
rywood bureau. 

For no one. 

Extinguishing the ee she climbed between cool linen 
sheets. An expanse of emptiness stretched beside her. Kate 
wiggled toward the center of the bed; now empty space 
opened on both sides. Disturbed, she punched the pillows and 
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crossed her arms above her breast, feeling the rigid contours 
of her body with a grimace. She directed an angry stare 
toward the curtains billowing gently beneath a light spring 
breeze. Night breezes and empty spaces. 

For no one. 

“Damn! Damn! Damn!” A shaking hand lifted to moist 
eyes. The bed was so empty! “Oh, Link, where are you 
tonight? Where’s the meaning in my life?’ Biting back tears 
trembling on the edge of her lashes, Kate blinked at a sultry 
patch of moonlight illuminating one corner of a blue Oriental 
rug. And saw a chiseled_profile in the pattern, imagined teas- 
ing eyes and a mouth which promised sweet rapture. 

‘A curtain.of black swung forward to, hide the visions in the 
rug-as Kate covered her face. It had pained not to see Rey- 
~nolds, but the agony was worse when she saw him and could 
not speak openly, could not touch him or dare allow their 
eyes to meet. 

Kate moaned softly, and her fingers shredded the lace at 
her breast. What ran through Reynolds’ mind each time he 
chose a woman for a dance, knowing Kate watched? What 
did he think about as he bent over Kate’s glove and mur- 
mured the polite empty phrases? Not knowing tortured her, 
was a constant torment. 

Spinning, Kate buried a hot face in the pillow. The contra- 
dictions in her life rose like a specter. She was married but 
not married. Courted and sought after but friendless.. And so 
lonely for one man! Nothing in her life was truly satisfying. 
Her beautiful new brownstone enclosed her like a cage; quiet 
and empty and lonely, the rooms like Kate herself, lovely to 
gaze upon but hollow. ; 

Her achievements lacked value without someone with 
whom to share them. Life faltered without love-—without 
Link Reynolds. 

When finally Kate drifted into a troubled sleep, her hand 
remained outstretched, failing to fill the vacant space with 
memory. | 

“Will you be wanting a party gown, Miss Callahan?” 
Bridget threw back the curtains, flooding the room with warm 
golden sunshine. She placed a vase of fresh lilacs atop the bu- 
reau. 

“No.” Kate yawned. She hadn’t slept well. Again. As fool- 
ish as the idea struck her, she occasionally suspected she 
missed the cozy valley of Mrs. Wilson’s mattress. “I think the 
pale green walking gown. Today is art day.” 
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Despite Mr. Merrimart’s gentle teasing, Kate clung to her 
art critiques with stubborn tenacity. Once a week she insisted 
on breaking the tedium of social rounds. The art column was 
a convenient excuse. 

Irony curved her lips in a wry smile. She hadn’t anticipated 
a day when she would actively seek to escape another social 
event, but that day had arrived. She insisted on one day a 
week to take stock and remind herself she was more than a 
form upon which to hang the latest fashions, a vessel into 
which tea was poured. To Kate’s vast surprise and continuing 
confusion, she fought being totally assimilated into society. 
Her reluctance generally was accompanied by a vague sense 
of depression and upset. 

“Will you want the mail, miss?” . 

Two deliveries accumulated in the hallway; the flood of 
notes and invitations was becoming more than Kate could 
comfortably handle. 

“Bring in the pouch. I'll work through it over breakfast.” 
Kate gave her hair a final pat and hurried to the dining 
room. She couldn’t find enough hours in each day. The satis- 
factions of the Greengage were enormous, but... 

Keeping a wary eye on the clock, Kate processed a for- 
midable stack of mail as she ate. At the chime, she blotted 
her lips and listened as her carriage pulled to the curbing out- 
side. Longingly Kate fingered the edges of a thick envelope 
before setting it reluctantly aside; there simply wasn’t time 
for Claire’s letter. She would have to save it until tonight. 
Sighing, Kate pinned on a green straw hat and packed the in- 
vitations she hadn’t answered. 

A quiet morning passed in touring the Skimmerhorn, New 
York’s second-largest gallery. Moving slowly around the 
walls, Kate scribbled notes and enjoyed the peaceful spacious 
quiet until she became aware the gallery proprietor tagged 
her steps, hovering at a respectful distance but close at hand 
should she have a question or desire a cool glass of ladies’ re- 
freshment. For reasons Kate didn’t understand, the man’s ob- 
sequiousness irritated. She wished nothing more than to be 
invisible for a brief span of hours. 

Kate turned on him and snapped, “Will you please allow 
me to compose my thoughts in peace?” 

His eyebrows shot skyward, “Beg pardon, Miss Callahan.” 
Stifiy he withdrew. 

And Kate closed her eyes and touched ‘her fingertips to her 
lips. What was the matter with her? She’d been nervous and 
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snappish for the last few days, irritable, finding fault with ev- 
ery little thing. Maybe a storm was brewing, maybe some- 
thing was in the air. An odd sense of waiting spun her nerves 
into fine thread, as if she teetered on the edge of ... of a 
picket, maybe, braced against a blast of wind which would 
blow her to one side or the other. 

Kate chided herself in annoyance. She should be working, 
not indulging fanciful thoughts, She glanced upward toward a 
portrait of a man aiming a gun at a blurred clay pigeon—and 
discovered the memory of another man and a silly painted 
doll she thought she had forgotten. 3 

Kate snapped shut her pad of paper with a tiny sound of 
annoyance. As there seemed little to be gained here, she re- 
turned to the office, deciding some days simply were not con- 
ducive to quality performance. 

Nevertheless, she hunched over her desk and labored to 
compose a complimentary review, wondering with every sing- 
ing word if the painter deserved praise or if she was atoning 
for her own irritable cast of mind, or if she thanked the artist 
for a half-forgotten memory, or— 

“Callahan!” 

Kate glanced toward the glassed office, then down at her 
partially completed first draft. Then she sighed and fetched 
two coffees, pushing into Mr. Merrimart’s office and seating 
herself behind the table. She looked at two polished shoes 
clinging to the desktop; his head hovered below the table 
edge. The disorder mounded across the desk looked precisely 
like the disorder which had adorned it a year ago. Kate won- 
dered if Mr. Merrimart added and subtracted any of the 
scraps, or if he just rearranged them on occasion. - 

Moodily she sipped from her cup and gazed out the glass, 
watching Maud bend head to head with her assistant above a 
smudged proof sheet. Kate’s assistant patiently copied one 
page of foolscap onto another. The woman was bland and 
colorless and doggedly efficient. . 

“Callahan, are you or are you not the art critic for the 
Clarion?” A pink skull appeared above the table edge, and it 
appeared to Kate that more pink shone through the white 
strands than had a year ago. Sharp blue eyes regarded her 
above his spectacles. “Am I or am I not paying you an exor- 
bitant ten dollars a week to review this city’s art?” Her 
Clarion salary was a joke between them. Mr. Merrimart insist- 
ed on paying Kate as long as she insisted on continuing the 
critiques. 
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“Not only am I your art critic, but I’m a good one.” She 
smiled then. No one had been more surprised than Kate to 
discover how she truly enjoyed immersing herself in art. Es- 
pecially as a refreshing change from the depressingly similar 
social rounds. 

Mr. Merrimart pointed toward a stack of newspapers, and 
Kate recognized the Times, the Sun, the Herald. “Then may I 
inquire why the Clarion is not jumping on the current band- 
wagon? Why every rag but ours is touting this new painter? 
Will he come to New York or won’t he come to New York? 
Has his work the emotional impact it’s claimed to have? Is he 
a man of vision or villainy? As our esteemed art critic, will 
you kindly explain to me why we are not hurling ourselves 
into the center of this controversy as we try to do on every- 
thing else? Why doesn’t the Clarion have an opinion in this 
matter?” 

Kate frowned and placed her coffeecup on the table. 
“What new painter? What controversy?” 

Mr. Merrimart rolled his eyes: “When did you last take a 
minute to read the competition?” He jabbed a finger toward 
the Times, then flicked it open to a circled column. “This 
new painter, Callahan . ... this Pignalle. A Frenchman. The 
center of the biggest art controversy in a decade. He’s painted 
a so-called masterpiece which is rocking Europe to its socks a 
year later.” He leaned over the column. “A still life, I think 
with a name like The Plum , .. although you wouldn’t think 
a still life could be scandalous, would you?” 

Kate’s heart stopped. The blood drained from her cheeks. 

“Haven’t checked the Herald yet.” Mr. Merrimart shook 
open the Herald and skimmed a column. “Aha. Not a still 
life.” His spectacles caught the light as he bent over the page. 
“Just our cup of hemlock, Callahan. You can’t tell from this 
reviewer's article just what the picture portrays, but it can’t 
be a still life, that’s for sure.” His finger tracked the print. 
“I'd guess a nude. Sex is always good... . Let’s see, here 
... 4 lot of scandal ... better and better. There may be 
something for the Greengage in this; says the model is Amer- 
ican. Love triangle, controversy about the subject, the model 
vanished . . .” He stared up at Kate, and his eyebrows 
clamped together. “Why don’t we have this story?” he 
barked. “This kind of thing sells newspapers!” 

Kate nodded, her face as white as the can of paste at the 
edge of his desk. She knew how well The Plum sold newspa- 
pers. Shaking fingers reached to cover her eyes. Claire’s letter. 
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Haw long had Claire’s letter lain buried in Kate’s stack of 

mail? 

ene wrong with you? You look like you've seen a 
ost!” 

“I. . . Does the article mention when and where The 
Plum will be exhibited?” " 

Mr. Merrimart stared. “Then you do know about it. I 
didn’t say anything about an exhibition.” He glanced at the 
papers. “The Skimmerhorn Gallery extended the invitation to 
the painter. The date is to be announced.” 

“And ... who owns the Skimmerhorm?” Lightning 
crackled around Kate’s head; the storm was gathering. With- 
out a doubt, she understood this was no accident of fate. 
Someone had engineered this. 

“Callahan.” His voice made an effort at patience. “We are 
discussing art here, not real estate. What possible difference 
does it make who owns the gallery? What does the one thing 
have to do with the other?” 

Kate didn’t answer. Moving like a sleepwalker, she rose on 
trembling legs and walked from his office. 

“Callahan?” 

She collected her hat and cape, forgetting her parasol and 
gloves. ; | 

“Kate?” Maud watched her, a cheerful smile fading. “Are 
you all right? Kate?” 

She paused with her hand on a picket; then she pushed 
through the fence and hired a cab to take her home. Both 
Maud and Mr. Merrimart hurried to the door, calling her 
name, but Kate didn’t hear. | 
_ In the privacy of her new home, she looked at Claire’s let- 
ter for a long moment before tearing past the seal. It bore a 
post date more than a month past. A month. Kate stared at 
the date in disbelief. The mail must have suffered a delay in 
transit; she knew she hadn’t had Claire’s letter for more than 
two days, three at the outside. 

Catching an uneasy breath, Kate rapidly skimmed the 
pages until she found what she sought. 


. . . have been invited to bring The Plum to America. 
We're so anxious to see you, and Mr. Uhbnak’s offer is 
exceedingly generous .... all our traveling expenses, 
plus accommodations for as long as we care to remain 
in New York. There’s a possibility we'll take the 
painting to Philadelphia later. 
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However, before we make a commitment, Hercule 
and I wish your permission. The final decision should be 
yours. We wouldn’t dream of doing anything to injure 
the wonderful new life you’ve built. Mr. Uhnak doubts 
such a thing could happen. As he points out, America is 
not Europe. Attitudes differ, values aren’t the same. He 
believes the painting will have far less impact in Amer- 
ica than it has had in Europe, owing mostly to Amer- 
ica’s rural backeround. Pregnancy, he points out, is a 
natural way of life... 


Kate swallowed. Not to the Vanderbilts, it wasn’t. Nor to 
the Worthingtons or the Belmonts or the Astors, or, or, or. If 
any of the society women had rural backgrounds, it was a 
secret to be hidden; they viewed themselves as strictly cosmo- 
politan, bound by the etiquette and propriety of the city. No 
one laid claim to an earthy back-woods history. Heaven for- 
bid. Babies came from cabbage patches, or were left by the 
fairies if that explanation was in fashion this season. 

Kate’s mind raced. Who was Mr. Uhnak? As far as she 
could recall, she had never seen or heard the name. But then, 
she’d learned enough to know most principals hid behind a 
screen. Mr. Uhnak would be only a representative, a puppet 
whose strings were being pulled from the sidelines. Chosen 
because he was clever enough to deliver whatever was 
wanted. 


At the time of this letter, we have given Mr. Uhnak 
no firm answer, explaining a third person must be con- 
sidered. In response, Mr. Uhnak has explained a conflict 
of availability with the gallery. He must have a commit- 
ment by the tenth of June. 


The tenth of June! Kate’s eyes flared. Today was the four- 
teenth of June. Feeling sick, she laid the shaking pages flat 
against the table and leaned forward. 


Kate, I must stress the urgency of an immediate reply 
if you have any objections to our coming to America. 
The time period is short, and I realize how terribly busy 
you are; therefore, we think Mr. Uhnak’s suggestion is 
to the point: if we haven’t received a reply by the tenth, 
we'll assume we have your blessings and that you agree 
with Mr. Uhnak’s analysis of the probable reaction to 
The Plum. 
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Kate covered her eyes. How had he done it? How bad Mr. 
Uhnak, whoever he was, how had he convinced them to ac- 
cept Kate’s silence as acquiescence? Dear Lord. She could 
visualize it all so clearly. Mr. Uhnak playing on their desire 
to visit Kate, assuring them smoothly, quietly, deadly. 


We're so excited at the prospect of seeing you! Your. 
letters make us so proud! When you wrote you could 
face anything, even The Plum, you don’t know how de- 
lighted we were! We hope you’re taking as much pride 
in your strength and growth as we are. Your accom- 
plishments are... 


The words leaped from the page, and Kate stared at them 
in horror. God help her, she had written that she could face 
anything now, even The Plum. But she’d been indulging a 
moment of bravado. She’d been boasting, poking sticks at a 
bear who was safely caged on another continent. She felt as 
if she were strangling. Dear God, she’d played right into the 
hands of her enemies. — 

“Bridget!” Kate choked. “A brandy. Bring me a double 
brandy right now.” She ignored Bridget’s blink of surprise 
and drained the brandy neat, then extended the glass for an- 
other. 

Then she reread Claire’s letter slowly, desperately attempt- 
ing to steady her hand. One thing at a time. Whom did Mr. 
Uhnak represent? Was it important? The master puppeteer 
had chosen cannily; his Mr. Uhnak was very clever. 

Not only had he persuaded the Pignalles that silence 
equaled agreement, but somehow he had guaranteed that 
silence. Someone had made very certain the letter arrived too 
late for a reply. Kate read Claire’s last paragraph. The Blue 
Star would sail the morning of the fourteenth. Today. Claire 
and Pignalle and The Plum had left France this morning. 

Kate stared blindly at the wall, seeing it as if from under- 
water, and her jaw knotted until it ached. She could guess the 
remaining scenario as accurately as if she held a script be- 
tween her shaking fingers. 

Within days the New York papers would announce the ex- 
hibition date. But it would not be the date Claire and Pig- 
nalle had agreed to. 

The power brokers whose names regularly appeared in the 
Greengage had engineered Kate’s fall. And it would be spec- 
tacular. 

Kate leaned her elbows on the table and dropped her head 


464 





into her hands. Of what had Mr. Merrimart repeatedly cau- 
tioned her? One breath of scandal, and the Greengage empire _ 
tumbled down. The pot calling the kettle black. Whores had 
ho right to throw stones. 

“Shame, shame, we know your name... .” 

Fifth Avenue would slam shut in horror. 

The taint on her name would dim the scandals in the 
Greengage. 

It was finished. 

The money, the power, the triumphs, finished. Fifth Ave- 
nue’s frantic courting would explode into scorn. And they 
would hate her. They would attack her like mad dogs for 
daring to judge them, when all the while she... 

Kate pushed. from the table and pulled heavily to her feet. 
The past had pursued her and closed the jaws of a snare. 
She’d been an utter fool to think she could escape, to believe 
she had conquered any mountains. 

She blotted her cheeks and dashed cool water over her 
eyes, then ordered her carriage and returned to the Clarion 
office. Her feet dragged as she made herself pass through the 
door. She stared at the picket fence, imagining a cold wind at 
her back. The fence needed painting. She poured two coffees 
and tapped on the glass of Mr. Merrimart’s office. 

He examined her white face, and his chair legs hit the floor 
with a sharp thud. His eyes didn’t leave her face. “This is at 
least a three-cupper, isn’t it, Callahan?” 

She nodded and sank to the chair across from him. “At 
least a three-cupper, Mr. Merrimart.” 
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W. wen SHE FINISHED, KATE LOWERED her head and stared at 
ber fists clenched in her lap. Mr. Merrimart opened his 
mouth, then closed it: he cleared his throat. He lifted a hand 
and signaled Mrs. Grebbert. 

Mrs. Grebbert delivered fresh coffee, looking uneasily from 
Kate’s bowed: head to Clement Merrimart’s stunned expres- 
sion. She withdrew with a worried click of her tongue. 

“I’m sorry. We were doing so well.” Lifting her head, Kate 
stared at the embroidered motto above his desk. She abso- 
lutely would not cry. 

“Why didn’t you tell.me this before?” Mr. Merrimart re- 
moved his spectacles, polished them with his sleeve. 

“T was ashamed. I was afraid you’d think less of me.” 

“Callahan, for a smart girl, you are sometimes very stu- 
pid.” 

“And I... and I didn’t think anyone would find out.” 

“Naive. Incredibly naive.” 

“Yes, I understand that now.” 

They watched the brisk activity beyond the glass. Mr. Mer- 
rimart tapped a pencil against his teeth. Kate’s expression was 
numb. 

“Ts your face clearly recognizable in this painting?” 

“Yes.” 

He released a long breath. | 

The silence plucked Kate’s nerves, jangled and scraped 
raw. In the outer room Maud threw back her red curls and 
laughed at something her assistant pointed to. Maud, Mrs. 
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Grebbert, Mr. Merrimart—especially Mr. Merrimart—Kate 
would miss them as if a part of herself had been amputated. 

“All right, Callahan,” he said finally. “The Greengage is 
finished. Put that out of your head for a moment, and let’s 
talk about you. Do you realize the extent of what is about to 
break? No one in town knows you were ever married-——have 
you considered that? ‘And you are going to turn up not only 
naked as a jaybird but pregnant. Pregnant!” Not one to 
mince words, Mr. Merrimart didn’t bother searching for eu- 
phemisms. 

Kate squeezed hee lashes and leaned her head back. “The 
marriage will surface soon enough. Love triangle, crippling 
duel—it’s too titillating not to make headlines.” 

“No, Callahan, not ‘soon enough.’ Not nearly soon enough 
to spare you a lot of unnecessary scandal. You’re ruined.” 

“Ym ruined whether or not anyone learns I’m married.” 

Silence battered her emotions. Her stomach rolled in long 
sour loops. And the worst of it was, she experienced a wild, 
insensible urge to Jaugh. The entire episode. was so totally 
disastrous, so utterly ruinous, it was either laugh or dissolve 
in hysterical weeping. To Kate’s horror, she felt the begin- 
nings of a smile quivering at the corner of her lips. Mr. Mer- 
rimart would think she’d gone mad. 

She blinked open her eyes, frantically commanding the 
bubble in her throat to recede, pitting her willpower against 
the twitch in her lips. 

Mr. Merrimart was watching, the beginnings of a grin 
opening beneath his waxed white mustache. 

“Callahan, you sure don’t do things in a small way, do 
you?” 

They stared at each other. And the grins spread until sud- 
denly they were both laughing, laughing helplessly as tears 
Streamed from their eyes and they clutched their sides. 

“It’s over... it’s all over!” 

“Finished!” | 

“If anyone wants to start a new scandal sheet, I've got a 
terrific opening item!” 

“Headline: ‘POISON PRINCESS RECEIVES DOSE OF OWN MEDI- 
CINE!’ 33 

When they could speak without gasping, Mr. Merrimart 
reached for his pipe, lit it, and smiled. “Well, we went in big, 
and we'll go out the same way.” 

“I’m so ai 

He blew a series of smoke rings toward the ceiling. “We 
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didn’t end up too badly, Callahan. You bought a house and 
invested at least twenty thousand dollars. . . . Pll be able to 
keep the Clarion afioat for. the rest of my life. Which is all I 
care about. All in all, I’d say we did all right.” 

“Mr. Merrimart, is there anything you can do for Maud? 
She’s going to be so disappointed, and she’s done so well.” 

He puffed and nodded. “Mellon’s done an outstanding job 
for the Greengage. She'll have offers from the other big 
dailies. In the meantime, I'll swing her over to the Clarion 
and allow her to expand her stories. She’s turned into a damn 
fine reporter..As for society . . . they'll have to struggle 
along unrecorded unless another paper picks up your column. 
Which I rather suspect they will. A society page is an idea 
whose time has come.’ 

Someone else would suffer the stiff teas, the lencthy musi- 
cales, the stately dull soirees. Kate smiled. “You know... 
Pm not going to miss that part one bit.” 

Mr. Merrimart looked at her; then he reached across the 
table and squeezed Kate’s hand. “God damn but it's going to 
be quiet around here without you!” He released her hand and 
stared at the ceiling for a long moment. “Callahan, I think 
you need a vacation. Someplace as far from New York as 
you can afford. A long vacation.” For once he didn’t shout or 
bark; his voice was gently gruff. 

“I don’t know what to do. As nearly as I can guess, I have 
about two weeks before the ship docks, two weeks to make 
some decisions. But right now, I... I-just can’t seem to sort 
things out.” 

“Then Ili do the thinking for tonight. You go fix your face 
because we're going to Delmonico’s for dinner.” His hand 
waved, rejecting her protest. “Nope, that is exactly what 
we're going to do. You might as well enjoy the recognition 
and the fuss and the accolades right up to the last minute— 
they may never come again.” He swiveled to look at Kate. 
“You put yourself square on the top of the heap, Callahan, 
and you can take pride in that, no matter what happens. The 
odds were all against you. You began with an idea and had 
the courage to build it into an empire. You wrestled New 
York City into your pocket and buttoned them down.” 

“A short-lived empire.” Kate sighed. 

He nodded above a grin. “I figure two more issues. If you 
have any last scores to settle, now’s the time.” 

She laughed. 

“Get your hat. We’re celebrating the end of a successful 
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run. And we won’t talk to anybody, we'll cut them dead. 
We'll glare at anyone who tries to talk to us, we'll snub 
them—and, Callahan, we'll scare the living crap out of half 
of this town. There'll be prayers said tonight!” 

Kate laughed. 

And continued laughing through the next days, because 
laughing was less destructive than tears. But at night, at night 
in the privacy of her lonely bed, she remembered the 
taunts—‘“Shame, shame, we know your name”—and covered 
her ears and tossed across the empty bed and drove her fists 
into the pillows, praying for the strength and endurance she 
would need. 

A few days before the exhibition—the papers were filled 
with announcements——a hurried note arrived from Claire, 
posted several days before the Blue Star sailed. 


‘We arrive the twenty-ninth, mark it on your calendar 
and plan to have dinner with us! We'll have three days 
before the exhibit opens, and we hope to spend them all 
with you. Did I tell you we're registered at the St. 
James? I can’t recall—Hercule says I’m behaving like a 
schoolgirl preparing for my first dance, but I’m so ex- 
cited to be going home, and especially to see you again, 
and Contessa, I simply... 


Kate’s lips clamped in a grim expression. As she had ex- 
pected, the Pignalles were misinformed about the exhibition 
date. For the last week the major New York papers had been 
announcing a gala opening honoring M. Pignalle and his 
world-famous Plum. To be held the evening of June 29. Kate 
bit her cheek and continued reading. 


The true purpose for this hurried scribble concerns 
unpleasant news. At first Hercule and I thought to wait 
until we saw you, then decided that might not be the 
Wisest course. We’d rather you heard the news from us 
instead of reading ugly headlines in the streets. 

Kate, dear, Gyp is dead. And Neil is very close to 
death in a prison hospital. He learned Gyp was his “pa- 
tron,” and the knowledge was devastating enough to tip 
a@ precarious mental balance. How he discovered Gyp’s 
duplicity is not known, nor exactly what happened next. 

The police found Gyp lashed to a chaise longue, her 
stomach carved open. The entrails were scattered about 
the room, and inside the body cavity . . . But I can’t 
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bring myself to write any more details, Do you recall 
Neil’s Plum? Yes, of course you do, none who saw it 
can ever forget. The newspapers have made much of the 
similarities between Neil’s Plum and what was done to 
Gyp’s body. 

Regardless of how we all felt about Gyp, I deeply re- 
egret her death. No human being should have to endure 
thé horror Gyp suffered before she was allowed to die. 

And Neil. He was stabbed repeatedly in the groin. It 
isn’t clear whether Gyp caused the wounds, or if they 
were self-inflicted. If he lives, Kate, he will never walk 
again. And if he lives, he will be convicted of murder. 
Thankfully, death is expected at any moment. I think it 
would be best. 

Dearest Kate, forgive me for not waiting until we see 
you in person. French newspapers are wringing every 
scrap of sensationalism from the story. As Neil %s an 
American citizen, we fear the story will appear in your 
papers as well. 

We'll contact you as soon as we’ve checked in.... 


White with shock, Kate folded the pages and stumbled 
toward her bedroom as if in a trance. She waved Bridget 
away and curled into a trembling ball on her bed. Deep in- 
side she realized she had always known Neil and Gyp would 
end in violence. But... dear God! 

A picture of Gyp flashed behind her lids, young and slen- 
der and dressed in bright cranberry and pink, Kate had never 
heard Gyp laugh, had never seen the girl’s face transformed 
with happiness, but she saw Gyp now, soft and smiling and 
pretty as she surely must have been at some time in her life. 

And poor lost Neil, wandering in a vacuum of rejection 
and rage and absinthe-addled ruin. The terrible rot had fi- 
nally invaded the last protected corners of that tortured mind. 
Kate shuddered and tried to remember him as he had been 
when first they met. But even then, beginnings of endings had 
flickered behind his eyes. 

Later, as early evening shadowed across the room, Kate 
forced her thoughts to personal implications. Yes, the story 
would indeed jump the ocean. The murder would create a 
sensational companion piece to The Plum articles. Screaming 
headlines would shriek from every street corner. 

Kate’s hot dry eyes traveled slowly around her bedroom. 
What happened next? Should she sell her brownstone? Dis- 
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pose of her lovely new furniture and rugs and paintings? Dis- 
miss the servants, pack her trunk, and run as far as she 
could? 

Kate touched her temples and rubbed gently. Mountains 
were not conquered by running, and they did not disappear 
of themselves. Past and present melded together to forge 
character. No one was a product of the last five minutes. No 
one could escape his past; no one could hope to conquer his 
personal mountain by avoiding it, or by running away. 

Kate Callahan was The Plum. Now and forever. 

She could not outrun who and what she was. 

But she could not face it, either. She had to make a deci- 
sion, and soon, but her mind shied when she tried to apply 
herself to the task. Meanwhile, she continued to drive to the 
Clarion office, while she waited for her mountain to come to 
her. 

There were loose ends to tie; soon she would have to make 
an announcement to Maud and the assistants. And the mail 
continued to arrive. Kate declined all invitations, penning po- 
lite regrets. And if her refusals threw anxious hostesses into 
hysterical collapse, Kate gave it little thought. She didn’t 
care; she wondered that she ever had. It seemed unthinkable 
that she had courted these women as arduously as they had 
eventually courted her. And equally as unthinkable that she 
could fear them; but she thought of their reaction to The 
Plum, and she cringed. 

The days passed in a state of suspended calm, the dead air- 
less pocket which precedes a storm, and the insulation pro- 
tected her, made it possible to function. 

Nothing seemed important. If she made any decisions, 
Kate wasn’t aware of them. 

“Callahan!” Mr. Merrimart waited until Kate seated her- 
self before he peered above his spectacles with worried eyes. 
“The Plum is getting big-money promotion. Everybody who 
considers himself anybody will be at that opening.” : 

Kate nodded, her eyes lusterless and tired. Two days. In 
two days the strange, unnatural calm would shatter violently. 
Her world would disintegrate. And all the king’s horses and 
all the king’s men could not put Kate Callahan together 
again. Her achievements would be as nothing. 

“Tf youre planning to leave town, now is definitely the 


time.” Sharp blue eyes probed Kate’s pale face, observed the 


uncharacteristic droop of her shoulders. “Snap out of this, 
Callahan! What’s wrong with you?” 
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How could he ask? Kate closed her eyes and let her head 
fall against the chair rail. “I’m tired. Tired of fighting the 
world, tired of being alone, tired of running. I was running 
when T left New York, and I was running when I returned.” 
Opening her lashes, she managed a weary smile. “There 
aren’t many places left. Europe is out.” 

Mr. Merrimart leaned over his fists, staring at her. “Staying 
could be dangerous. What happened in Paris could repeat 
here. Mobs, stones, the works. Paris isn’t the only city with 
hypocrites. New York has plenty. Callahan, whoever is back- 
ing this is going to play it for all it’s worth.” 

“Who is behind it?” 

He lifted his palms. “The Skimmerhorn Gallery was re- 
cently purchased by the Poison Princess Corporation. ” He 
nodded grimly as Kate’s eyes widened. “Yes. The incorpora- 
tors are three other corporations who are owned by yet more 
corporations who are owned by... You get the picture. If 
you have nothing but time, a battery of lawyers, and a mind 
for unraveling mysteries, you could probably track it down. 
Maybe. Does it matter?” 

“No.” Kate sighed. “Not really. Ts there anything the... 
the Poison Princess group can do to you?” 

He shrugged. “Why should they? The Greengage is out of 
business. Mission accomplished. They chose the easiest target. 
If the wolves couldn’t have found something on you, they'd 
have come after me. This was inevitable, Callahan. If we'd 
both had clean slates, we’d have been set up. Forget it.” 

Kate lifted a hand and watched it fall. 

“Let me put you on a train tonight, or a ship... some- 
thing.” 

She shook her head. “I’m through running.” 

The words hung between them. Kate looked as startled as 
Mr. Merrimart, listening to the firm echo of her statement. 
She cocked her head and shifted, sitting a little straighter. 

“I’m through running.” And this time her voice was strong- 
er as she tested the words. With a jolt, Kate realized she’d 
made this decision days ago; she simply hadn’t admitted the 
fact aloud. 

“Callahan... 

“TI sat for erik sates. Mr. Merrimart,” she said slowly, 
feeling the path. “I can’t change that. And .. .” Her chin 
lifted a notch. “And ... I’m not certain Yd want ‘to if I 
could. The Plum is a masterpiece.” The Plum blazed into 
memory, glowing, luminescent. “A masterpiece,’ Kate re- 
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peated. She drew on the strength steadying her voice, flooding 
into her heart. “And... and I’m proud to be a part of it,” 
she finished softly. 

Mr. Merrimart looked at her, lifted a questioning eyebrow. 
She met his eyes levelly. 

“The Plum is the finest thing I ever did. It will bring joy to 
generations. What it says will outlive all who see it. And . 
and my son, Mr. Merrimart, my Jackie was the most beauti- 
ful baby you ever saw!” She stood, and her eyes flashed from 
gray to blue. “And I won’t deny my son. Or myself. Never 
again! I won’t. run away!” 

‘They looked at each other. 

Then a smile opened beneath Mr. Merrimart’s mustache. 
He nodded as Kate kissed his cheek and left his office with a 
firm, confident step. “Callahan?” When she paused, he gave 
her a thumbs-up sign and a grin. 

At the picket fence, Kate stopped and turned to see Clem- 
ent Merrimart standing beside his office door. He lifted his 
coffee mug and shouted down the row of desks, “Long live 
The Plum!” Heads lifted, looking curiously from Mr. Merri- 
mart to Kate. 

And Kate smiled through a sudden film of moisture. Blink- 
ing, she pointed to her feet. “This side of the fence is mine. I 
leave you the pickets!” 

Mr. Merrimart laughed, ignoring the surprised swivel of 
heads. “Good-bye, Callahan. Come back and see us.” Mouths 
dropped, every eye zeroed on Kate. 

“TJ don’t think so, Mr. Merrimart.” She didn’t have to 
shout, the room had hushed to silence. “But you know where 
I live. Stop in for tripe and dumplings. Anytime.” 

He grinned. “My favorites. I'll be there, Callahan.” 

_ And then it was Kate’s turn to give the thumbs-up sign. 
Her glove lifted and she stepped through the Clarion door for 
the last time. 

And drove home to prepare. 

She ordered extra supplies, food, lamp fuel, lumber. The 
servants whispered and exchanged puzzled glances, but Kate 
laid in her supplies without explanation. When the lumber ar- 
rived, she asked the driver to build coverings for the win- 
dows. 

“Boarding up the house? Are you leaving, miss?” 

“No. This is my home. And dammit, I won’t be hounded 
from it. When I leave, it will be by choice!” She watched his 
bewildered nod. 
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The morning of the exhibition, she directed the boards to 
be nailed in place; then she summoned the servants and gave 
each a bonus and dismissed them for a month. “Leave an 
address where you can be reached. In a few weeks I'll either 
recall you or send another month's wages.” 

They stared at Kate as if she’d taken leave of her senses. 
Not one had ever taken a vacation in their lives; not one had 
ever imagined being paid for not working. } 

When they departed, Kate dressed, and, unable to sit, de- 
cided on a walk, savoring the bright clear sky and the smell 
of early summer. July would be hot, not as deadly as the 
summer of °76, still, it would be hot. Especially, Kate remind- 
ed herself grimly, when she expected to pass the month be- 
hind boarded windows in an airless house. 

She didn’t hurry, but strolled leisurely, not knowing when 
she’d again be allowed to pass along the streets unmolested. 
If ever. And she wondered how long the worst of the siege 
would last. Weeks? A month? And then what? 

She’d spend the rest of her days listening. for whispers 
whenever she forced herself to leave the brownstone. The 
neighborhood children would follow her skirts, picking up the 
mob’s cry: “Shame, shame, we know your name!” She would 
require strength and courage to recall she had done nothing 
to be ashamed of. 

Before entering her boarded house, Kate bent and plucked 
a rose from the bush beside her porch, and she lifted it to her 
nose. For several moments she paused with her glove on the 
latch, enjoying the leafy summer beauty of the quiet street, 
imprinting it on memory. She hoped the mob wouldn’t 
trample her roses. 

Then she entered her small neat parlor and seated herself 
in her favorite chair, where she could see the clock. She 
sipped a glass of sherry and waved a palm fan against the 
heat building up in the enclosed rooms. The Blue Star would 
be turning into the harbor now. Someone would be collecting 
the Pignalles’ luggage and the precious canvas. Another 
someone would hand the Pignalles a message, then calm 
them, assuring them this little mix-up in dates would work 
out fine. They would arrive in time for the exhibition and 
they could contact their friend Miss Callahan later. 

The clock hands crawled. 

At the Skimmerhorn Gallery a buffet was being laid out. A 
large crowd was anticipated. All the best people would be 
present at the most important art showing of the decade. Ex- 
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tra champagne chilled in silver buckets beside a table gleam- 
ing with crystal and silver against white damask. A few early 
reporters appeared and were chased from the buffet. With an 
eye on the time, the proprietor ordered a red carpet rolled to 
the street, and roped off an empty easel at the front of the 
gallery. 

Kate leaned back in her chair and stared at the clock, 
breathing evenly, deeply. An hour now? The Blue Star had 
surely docked. She imagined a cadre of people scooping 
Claire and Pignalle into a Waiting carriage, lashing the 
painting, carefully, very carefully, to the back, then rushing 
into the swirl of traffic. Claire and Pignalle would be flus- 
tered, uncertain what was happening. Beginning to suspect 
something might be amiss? Possibly. 

A knock startled Kate, and drops of sherry spilled over her 
fingers. For an instant she froze and her heart thudded into 
her mouth. Her eyes flew toward the clock; then she gave 
herself an uneasy shake. It was too early. The knock was no 
more than a curious neighbor come to borrow a cup of some- 
thing and politely inquire about the boarded windows. Kate 
rose and smoothed her skirts, then walked through the unna- 
turally dim house. She unbolted the door. 

“It’s time, Irish.” : 

Reynolds gazed down at her, filling the doorway, dressed 
in black tie and tails, a silk top hat in one gloved hand, a 
g0id-tipped cane in the other, Serious black eyes searched her 
white face. And Kate felt an electric current jolt through her 
body. 

“Link!” No sound passed her lips. She thrust out a hand, 
‘Catching herself against the doorjamb. “Everything has 
crashed in on me.” 

Black eyes burned into hers, holding her, gathering her 
deeper, deeper into familiar, remembered depths. “You've 
done what you needed to do, you’ve had the time you asked.” 

“Yes.” She stared at him, beginning to tremble, her eyes 
enormous in a pale face. Never had he looked more darkly 
handsome, taller, or straighter, 

He stepped inside the foyer and it shrank around him until 
he filled Kate’s house, filled her vision, her world. His eyes 
dropped to her parted lips, to her full breast rising and falling 
in quickening strokes, and she read the heat of desire. “If I 
touch you, Irish, I won’t be able to stop.” | 

“Yes,” she whispered, shaking, incapable of looking from 
the hunger darkening his stare. 
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His eyes devoured her lips, her throat, the curve of breast 
and hip. Then he spoke softly, steel wrapped in velvet. “Put 
on your red satin gown. We have an opening to attend.” 

Kate’s heart stopped. Her eyes flared, locked to his. “I...” 

And the necessity, the rightness of it struck her with the 
force of a blow. She hadn’t considered attending, not for a 
single instant. 

She wasn’t running—but she was hiding. 

And before she could be free, she had to face the moun- 
tain. She had to face them all. | 

Her face paled to chalk. “Yes,” she whispered. And felt 
her mouth turn to sand. She stared into his strong face. and 
felt his support and his love flow out to her. Link Reynolds 
understood about mountains. “I love you.” 

Then she was falling, falling, into a pool of. flaming liquid 
black. She read his need and his love and knew the yearnings 
of a thousand lonely nights reflected in her own helpless gaze. 

With a cry, Kate ran to him, hurled herself within power- 
ful circling arms, and buried her damp face in his neck. A 
fresh sharp scent of snowflakes filled her nostrils, and she 
moaned, a sound midway between a sob and a laugh. Why 
did she always smell snowflakes on his skin, summer or win- 
ter? And the rich, remembered scent of leather and good 
cigars and expensive cologne and all the wonderful man 
smells she’d longed for that were uniquely his. c_ - 

Reynolds groaned and crushed her against his hard body, 
and Kate pressed against the sudden hot urgency where their 
bodies meshed. Then his lips descended to hers, hungry, 
searching, sweet with desire and promise. When he spoke, his 
voice was hoarse. “The damned opening can wait.” He swept 
her into his arms and carried her through the dim house, 
finding her bedroom, the scene of so many empty nights. 

“I love you.” Kate’s trembling hands touched his face as 
his fingers hurriedly fumbled at the buttons curving over her 
breast. 

“I love you,” he answered thickly as Kate’s hands slid his 
jacket over straining shoulders. 

Then neither could talk and words were no longer neces- 
sary as he gathered her against his naked chest and held her, 
drinking deep kisses from her parted lips. 

Later, she rested her head on his shoulder, marveling at the 
inner warmth of peace. “There’s so much to tell you,” she 
murmured into his neck. “A lifetime of missing you.” 
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He placed a long silky curl across his lips and blew gently, 
smiling as the tendril rose like angel cloud. “And I’ve been 
trying to tell you a few things for over a year. But first . . .” 
He rose on an elbow, kissed her soft eyes. “Are we going to 
this opening?” He grinned, and the black eyes teased. 
“Maybe we should just stay here and... .” 

Kate smiled and placed a finger over his lips. “We are go- 
ing.” She bounced from the bed before he could catch her, 
and peeked over her shoulder. “I have to go. I didn’t know it, 
but I must.” 

Reynolds mounded the pillows and folded his hands behind 
his black curls, watching as she sponged her naked body. To 
Kate’s shy surprise, she didn’t blush but stood proudly before 
his eyes. Then smiled, seeing his reaction to her in the mirror. 

Reynolds grinned. His voice was husky. “How long before 
We can go home? How long do we have to stay?” 

“As long as it takes.” 

He laughed, watching as Kate opened her wardrobe doors. 

She experienced a sinking sensatidn. The opening would be 
terrible. “IT .. . The red gown?” Her resolve wavered, and her 
hand hovered above a sedate blue. 

“You're beautiful in red,” he said softly. He watched her a 

moment, then swung from the bed and reached for his cloth- 
ing. 
Kate bit her lips; then her hand descended to the red satin. 
They would see her as a harlot no matter what she wore. But, 
by God, they would see her. She dropped the red over her 
hair and felt his warm fingers at her back, looping the but- 
tons. 

Then she pinned a red feather into a gleaming upsweep of 
black hair, and she stared at the girl in the mirror. No, not a 
girl, a woman. A-woman prepared to accept the responsibility 
for the acts of the girl. Her eyes cleared to a soft spring blue. 
She didn’t care what “they” thought. She did not care. And 
the knowledge stunned her. Somewhere along the way, with- 
out even being aware, she had beaten her old enemy, “they.” 

“It will appear that I was an unwed mother,” Kate said, 
listening carefully for a tremor in her voice. 

“Yes.” Reynolds shot his cuffs, watching her, 

“And the Greengage is finished.” 

His black eyes smiled. “Definitely.” 

“You are going to be tainted by association.” 

He laughed aloud. “You can’t for a moment seriously 
think I care.” 
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His large warm hands circled her waist, and his eyes met 
hers in the glass. “You’re a beautiful woman, Irish, I love 
you.” 

Kate turned, her body resting lightly against his, fitting as 
if she’d been designed ‘specifically for him. Her thoughts 
jumped ahead, and she looked up at him. “I won’t be coming 
back here, will I?” 

“No, you’re coming home with me. We'll send someone for 
‘your things.” He tucked her long white glove around his arm 
and met her eyes in the mirror. “The opening awaits,” he said 
, softly. “Are you ready, Miss Callahan?” 

She looked deeply into his eyes. “I’m ready, Mr. Rey- 
nolds.” 
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Her ANXIETY INCREASED WITH EVERY minute. 

Link smoked a thin cigar as the carriage rolled through the 
soft summer evening. He covered Kate’s hand, held it against 
his thigh. “Nervous?” 

“No.” She worried her lip, staring from the window, listen- 
ing to the thud of heartbeats against her ribs. 

Reynolds smiled. “Liar.” ~ 

Kate returned the pressure of his fingers and looked at the 
carriage roof. “I feel like a Christian about to be tossed to 
the lions.”” Her lashes squeezed against her cheeks. “Oh, God, 
I wish I didn’t have to do this!” 

His warm hand cupped her chin, turning her face. “Before 
we arrive, Irish, there are some things which need to be said.” 

Before we arrive, A tremble began in her satin slippers and 
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swept upward. Brave words came so easily, brave deeds 
proved a hundred times more difficult. Did she have the cour- 
age to see this through? With all her heart Kate wished 
mountains would crumble of their own accord, wished her 
gown was any color but red, wished... 

“I want you to know I’m proud of you. I’m proud of what 
you’ve accomplished and the woman you’ve become. You 
aren’t the girl you were in New York, and you aren’t the 
young woman I left in France. When we leave the gallery 
tonight, you won't be the person you are now.” His eyes 
made love to her. “Irish, I suspect you’re growing up.” 

Sudden tears glossed her eyes. 

“If Black Jack is looking down tonight, I know he’s proud 
of you also. Black Jack was a survivor, he believed you were 
too. And you proved him right.” 

Recognizing the love and belief in his intensity, Kate 
prayed that she was worthy. 

As if reading her mind, Reynolds cradled her into the 
crook of his arm, shielding her from the jolts and ruts of the 
street. And Kate closed her lashes against his collar, clinging 
to the smell of snowflakes and wishing the carriage ride 
would continue forever. 

“The women,” she whispered. “The women will be the 
worst.” 

He agreed. “But the women who shun you, who will dress 
you in tawdry labels—will history remember them for any- 
thing other than the men they married? Have they accom- 
plished anything in their own right?” 

Kate smiled. “They excel at spending money.” 

“While a stone’s toss from their mansion doors children are 
dying of starvation.” 

Kate stared into his serious eyes, listening as he gave voice 
to her own recent thoughts. 

“But you, my love, you will live through the ages in The 
Plum. Long after those empty sad women are dust in their 
graves, you will be remembered because of The Plum.” 

Kate bit her lip and pushed at her gloves. “I don’t deserve 
much credit. Neil forced me to sit for—” 

His finger lifted her chin. “Don’t you understand even 
yet?” he asked softly. 

She searched his eyes. 

“Think for a moment. Had you objected at any point be- 
fore or during the sittings, Pignalle would instantly have 
abandoned the project. Neil understands art, he would have 
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accepted Pignalle’s decision without question. And Pignalle 
would have accepted your decision.” Reynolds spoke gently. 
“I think you sensed from the beginning that The Plum would 
be an important work. I think you believed in it from the 
first.” He watched her. “Didn’t you?” . 

“T.... Yes.” Her lips trembled and her eyes widened. 
“Yes.” 

Black eyes caressed her parted mouth, touched the silky 
cleft between mounded breasts. Then his lips brushed her 
temple. 

“I did,” she whispered. “I remember . . . I did believe in it 
from the first.” Her wondering eyes met his. 

“There’s something else you need to know.” Now he 
smiled, and held her a little way apart. “Did your Maud Mel- 
lon by any chance research who the eighth-largest landlord 
is?” Black eyes twinkled. — 

Kate’s smile wavered. “No. I don’t understand . . .” 

“You are,” he said softly. “You own twenty million dollars’ 
worth of stock and investments, much of it in real estate.” 

“What?” Kate stared. Her fingers strained the fabric of her 
fan. “Link,” she said slowly, her mouth dry, “I don’t under- 
stand what you're saying.” 

“I tried to explain in Paris, but you had a chip on your 
shoulder and wouldn’t listen. You insisted on proving you 
could take on the world alone and broke.” He kissed the cor- 
ner of her mouth. 

“IT... Tell me now.” 

The carriage reined before a wide arc of golden light spill- 
ing across the sidewalk from the gallery’s open doors. A light 
evening breeze fluttered the colored awning. Gaslights hissed 
on either side of the entrance and an excited babble of voices 
sounded from within. 

Reynolds pressed her hands and smiled into her eyes. “The 
S&T Railroad. Remember?” 

“The S&T went bankrupt.” 

“No, the S&T almost went into receivership. A big differ- 
ence. When you were ranting and raving that Gould and I 
had driven Black Jack to financial ruin, you overlooked one 
important fact—Black Jack, and now you, owned one-third 
of the stock, Gould and I owned the other two-thirds. It was 
a stock battle which got out of hand, but three people faced 
ruin, not just Black Jack. Only Gould and I were alive to 
pick up the pieces when the deal went down.” 

Kate stared. 
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“It was a matter of restoring the S&T, putting it back in 
business, or losing several million dollars.” He touched her 
lips. “The S&T is back in business and worth about four times 
What it was two years ago.” 

see BA 

He laughed at the expression on her face. “You own one- 
third of a very prosperous railroad. Do you remember the 
power of attorney you signed for Hennessy Clyber when you 
were preparing to leave New York?” 

Kate nodded, dazed. She’d signed whatever Mr. Clyber put 
before her; one of the papers might have been a power of at- 
torney. 

“Clyber is using it to conduct your affairs. In the beginning 
he did so because you gave him no choice, you didn’t leave 
an address where to find you. Clyber knew you were in 
France, but not where. After I found you, I did as I under- 
stood you wanted, I instructed Clyber to continue managing 
your many investments.” Reynolds’ grin broadened. “Clyber 
will be very relieved to hear from you. He’s wanted to con- 
tact you from the moment your name appeared on the 
Greengage masthead. I don’t think Clyber understands about 
proving oneself to the world.” 

“You mean... Are you saying that the time in France, 
the posing, Mrs. Wilson’s, and . . . None of it Was neces- 
sary?” 7 

Now Reynolds’ face sobered and his dark eyes searched 
her face. “I can’t answer that question, Kate. Only you can 
do that. You believed Kathleen Callahan had something to 
prove. You told me in Paris you needed to discover your own 
strength, you needed to grow and find yourself,” 

Her wide eyes stared into his. She tried to sort out what he 
Was saying. | 

After a moment’s silence he asked softly, “Would you be 
the person you are tonight if you had acted otherwise?” He 
looked into her eyes. “Was it necessary?” 

Kate didn’t answer. She directed her stare toward the open 
doors of the gallery. She might have been one of the people 
inside that gallery. She might have dedicated her life to soci- 
ety and fashion and emptiness, might never have known a 
different world existed beyond the artificiality of Fifth Ave- 
nue. She could so easily have continued to allow her life to 
be governed by synthetic rules, by etiquette, by social ambi- 
tion, by the dictates of “they.” 

Yes, the hardships and the coping had been necessary. 
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Without them she might have remained blind all her lif 
might never have become a true person. a 

She thought about the people inside the gallery. “They” 
didn’t understand warmth and humanity. “They” would cru- 
cify her. 

“I love you,” Kate whispered. She watched a uniformed 
man approach the carriage door. She tried to smile. “I know 
this doesn’t make much sense, but I’m afraid,” she said sim- 
ply. “I couidn’t face this without you beside me.” 

His finger brushed her lips. “Yes, you could,” he answered 
softly. 

And staring into his loving eyes, she understood. Reynolds 
read her dawning realization, and he smiled. 

“Now?” he asked quietly. 

“I... Yes... now.” Kate wet dry lips and gave the 
words sound. 

As she bent to gather her train, the carriage door flew 
open. 

“T thought it was you!” Pignalle pushed aside the uni- 
formed man. He stood on the curbing, wringing his hands, 
his dark eyes almost black. “Kate, God in heaven, Kate, can 
you ever forgive our stupidity? We should have guessed! We 
should have...” 

Kate slipped from the carriage and into his fierce embrace. 
Over his shoulder she saw Claire hurrying through the gallery 
doors. : 

“What they’re saying in there . . .” Pignalle’s deep voice 
was frantic. “I beg you to leave immediately! Reynolds .. .” 
His arm reached beyond Kate’s shoulders, and he clasped 
Link’s hand. “Take her away from here before they see her!” 

“Kate!” Claire’s calm had shattered. She enfolded Kate 
tightly, casting a worried glance over her shoulder. “Kate, 
we're desperately sorry . . . we were so stupid!” Her face 
was pale; the scar stood out in sharp relief. Her hands shook 
with anger. “It was a setup, of course, and we didn’t see it! 
We didn’t see it!” 

“Neil... is Neil... ?” 

“Dead . . . the day before we sailed. I have so much to 
tell you, but . . .” Claire’s eyes pleaded for forgiveness. “Oh, 
Kate!” 

“Please . . .” Kate held their hands, looking from one to 
the other. “Don’t blame yourselves.” Her eyes commanded 
them to accept what she was saying. “I have to face this. It’s 
taken me a long time, too long, to learn who I am and what I 
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am. To learn that the people I care about are standing right 
here.” She looked at Pignalle. “Dear Pig. The Plum is my 
proudest moment, and I will love you always for preserving 
that memory.” 

A fine mist curtained her vision, and her grip on their 
hands tightened. “Do you remember the dreams and hopes 
we had for our baby? Do you remember how we laughed and 
cried?” 

She appealed to Claire. “Do you remember the first time 
we let out my gowns?” And then to Pignalle: “Do you 
remember the afternoon you brought the cradle? How excited 
and happy we were?” Her face softened with memory. “And 
the first time our baby moved? Do you remember how beau- 
tiful he was?” Their faces blurred and wavered. “Do you 
remember?” 

“Oh, Kate! Yes, of course we remember!” 

“Oui! Our Jackie...” 

“Let the world remember,” Kate whispered. “Let them 
gaze at The Plum and let them remember the tiny Jackie who 
blessed their lives.” 

~The people in there, they won't...” 

“No, but those who come.after them will.” She kissed them 
both. “Together, we have given the world a shining memory.” 

Behind the Pignalles a man and a woman stepped from the 
gallery. The woman fanned her cheeks. “It’s so hot in there 
-- + She glanced toward the people on the curbing; then her 
head snapped, and the look became a stare. “It’s her! The 
brazen hussy dared to appear!” The woman’s mouth clamped; 
then she hurried inside, and a swell of voices rose like angry 
bees. 

Kate lifted her head to: Link’s strong sober face. Their eyes 
held in a deep steady gaze. Then she turned to Pignalle and 
extended her arm. “M. Pignalle, will you present your 
model?” 

Pignalle’s eyes swam. “A cold .. .” he sputtered. “I think 
I’m catching a cold!” He tucked her glove around his arm, 
holding her hand tightly against his body. “Madame, it will 
be my greatest honor.” 

Kate looped the red train over her arm. And she lifted her 
head. A gentle breeze ruffled the crimson plume in her hair. 
She drew a breath, and triéd to still the thunder of her heart- 
beat. “Monsieur?” she whispered. | 

Pignalle watched as she fought the quiver in her chin; then 
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he squeezed her hand and they stepped forward. Behind 
them, Link bowed to Claire. 


A tide of silence met them at the gallery door, sweeping | 


backward through the crowd in widening ripples. The cream 
of New York society craned their necks to stare at a stem of 
red. A sullen path opened before Kate and Pignalle, and 
Kate noticed the floor was laid in black-and-white tile. The 
only sound was the click of footsteps against the tiles. And 
the gliding whisper of red satin. 

Kate looked neither to the left nor to the right; she held to 
Pignalle, feeling his steady heartbeat against her trembling 
glove. The sea of gowns and dark jackets parted before her, 
and at the end of the column stood The Plum. 

And Kate’s heart caught in her throat. The Plum shim- 

mered in glowing translucence behind a barrier of velvet 
rope. Once again the poignant impact of the canvas shot 
through her like a sweet arrow of pain and joy. She fastened 
her gaze on the magnificent young woman smiling radiantly 
into an inner vision. The mystery of life glowed softly in her 
expression; love and aching tenderness lay in the wondering 
touch of fingers on gently mounded flesh. 
_ The Plum. It was the single most beautiful thing Kate had 
seen in her lifetime. It represented life and hope. It was 
woman’s most shining hour. It was her lost Jackie. It was the 
dream and desire of mothers everywhere. 

Halting well away from the easel, Pignalle drew the 
crowd’s eyes from the painting. His glance met Kate’s as they 
turned, and a lump rose in her throat at the love and pride 
reflecting in his dark eyes. 

The silence in the r6om was absolute. 

“Ladies and gentlemen . . .” Pignalle’s deep voice boomed 
across the hushed gallery. “It is my great honor and dearest 
pleasure to present Mme. Kathleen Blanchard of New York 
City ... the Plum.” His hand swirled, crossed his body, and 
he leaned into a low bow. 

There was not a sound. Not one person moved. Every eye 
in the room stared. And accused. 

Behind her, Kate sensed Reynolds step forward. But she 
opened her hand and lifted her head to meet his eyes. In that 
brief moment, understanding had no need of words; he 
touched her arm lightly and stepped back beside Claire and 
Pignalle, leaving her to stand alone. 

Kate drew a breath. And another. The red satin lifted at 
her breast, rustling in the dead silence.. Holding her head 
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high, she stepped across the black-and-white tiles and 
dropped the cordon of velvet rope surrounding the canvas. 
She stood before The Plum, gazing up into its shimmering 
soft beauty, opening her heart to the emotional force of love 
and life. 

Then she turned and faced them. 

For the space of a heartbeat, nothing happened. The crowd | 
returned her gaze, frozen in position. They looked from the 
canvas to her small form beside it. And their faces registered 
horrified fascination, shock, repudiation. Hatred. 

Kate accepted the hot wave of hostility with an expression 
of inner calm. A corner of her mind continued to see the 
canvas above her and to one side. And pride blazed from her 
clear steady eyes, lay in the firm lift of her chin, in her small 
erect carriage. 

Then a women’s snarl shrilled from the back of the gallery. 
“That’s not Mme. Anyone, that is Miss Kate Callahan!” 

“Sinner! Harlot!” 

“Bearer of bastards!” 

“Obscene! Filthy!” 

Faces twisted and turned ugly beneath plumes and tiaras. 
Or maliciously smug, victorious in Kate’s disgrace. A storm 
of emotion and invective shouts swept the large room like a 
howling wind. Labels and insults rained over Kate like pro- 
jectiles. Had the proprietor provided stones, they would have 
been hurled at the small column of red standing quietly be- 
fore them. 

As Kate had predicted, the women were the worst. They 
were not of a type to applaud a painting celebrating life; they 
considered pregnancy a dire social inconvenience, offspring a 
distracting nuisance. But far worse, the women in the gallery 
saw The Plum as flaunting an impact of betrayal. They had 
entrusted their sacred position on life’s ladder of importance 
to a woman no better than a prostitute. They had placed 
their ambitions and their holy dreams in the hands of a com- 
mon whore. They had allowed her to judge them—and in so 
doing had made fools of themselves. 

“Whore! Common dirty whore!” 

“Shameless fraud! Impostor!” 

“Wanton Jezebel!” 

They screamed and trembled with rage, hatred blotching 
perspiring faces as they recalled the power they had given 
Kathleen Callahan. As they remembered the pleading letters, 
the little gifts chosen with such anguish and hope. As they 
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quivered at the humiliation of invitations declined, events ac- 
corded less than flattering accounts. 

“Trash! Stinking Irish trash!” 

“Garbage!” 

Kate’s eyes did not waver. She focused on a point above 
their heads and accepted the slings of hatred with an ex- 
pression of serenity. They could not hurt her; “they” did not 
matter. The people who mattered waited to one side, and she 
drew on their love and support. 

She stood proudly in her red gown. She faced them quietly, 
and her smile was radiant. 

Caroline Astor was first to sweep from the gallery. Car- 
oline the Magnificent, a dumpy middle-aged woman with a 
plain face and thin sour lips. An unpleasant woman whose 
husband lived as far from her as possible, visiting his home 
Only in situations of emergency or necessity. 

The Vanderbilts followed. Pretty, bewildered Alva Vander- 
bilt, whose husband’s roving eye provided the delicious topic 
for so many teas and luncheons. 

And then the Depews, and the Baldwins, and the Webbs. 

: And Mrs. Gulliver Mills, her face mottled from shouting. 

Bettina Mills, who carried a silver flask in her purse and hid 
bottles in every room of the Mills mansion. 

Alone and in pairs, they departed, New York’s wealthy 
and powerful, taking their hatreds, their values, their private 
sense of impotence. 

Kate watched the outraged snubs, listened to the rattle of 
harness and wheels as the carriages departed. And she heard 
the slam of doors along Fifth Avenue, heard the roar of an 
avalanche as 2 mountain fell to rubble. 

And she stood straight as a stalk in her red satin gown, an 
arm’s length from a nakedly pregnant young woman whose 
glorious presence overshadowed Kate’s own. 

The Worthingtons were among the last to depart. Etta 
Worthington shuddered from The Plum in revulsion, her face 
the color of curdled milk; her hatred leveled on Kate and the 
red, red gown. 

Mary Margaret panted from screaming; her moon-round 
face was ugly and contorted. “We sponsored you! We risked 
our standing and reputation to sponsor you! And all the time 
‘you had done . . . done that vile obscenity!” Her arm fiew in 
an arc, champagne flying across her gown and the black- 
and-white tiles. “You’re gutter trash!’ she hissed. “(Common 
Irish gutter trash!” 
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Kate looked from Mary Margaret to her wealthy non- 
descript escort, Mr. Herbert G. Towser, and a look of pity 
softened her eyes. Mary Margaret screamed. 

And then it was finished. 

Shards of broken champagne glasses sparkled on the tiles, 
a light breeze skittered napkins about the entrance. The buffet 
lay in ruin. Drooping sprays of gladiolas wilted in the heat. 

“Oh, Kate! You were . ...” Claire looked at her from 
damp eyes. 

Pignalle touched her cheek. “You were magnifique! 1 shall 
never forget this night as long as I live!” 

But Kate didn’t hear. She looked above their heads, staring 
into deep glowing black eyes, feeling her heart swell at what 
she saw there. 

“I grew up,” she whispered. cin 

Then she was standing within a circle of strong arms, and 
his mouth descended to her parted lips. He kissed her deeply, 
tenderly, holding her against his hard body. He smiled into 
her shining eyes. 

“You grew up.” 
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in a Victorian world where a woman had to break every rule 
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